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CHAPTER ONE

 

 

 


There is no telling where a book may lead you. Once opened, it will pull you in, lead you along, show you things that you could never have dreamed. Some of these things are made from the very fabric of dreams, woven together into a rich tapestry of scenes, impressions, tragedies. The outside world starts to fade away as the world of story takes hold and becomes real. You may become a different person, perhaps a different type of consciousness altogether. You will leave a little of yourself in the book, just as the book leaves a little of itself in you. Books are waking dreams, and welcome escapes.

“I think Jessica is hiding something,” said Lilly, sitting at the table we considered our own, tucked into a corner of the school’s courtyard.

It was morning break, and I was stealing a few moments to read. “Hmm?” I said absently. I didn’t take my eyes off the page. I was almost done with the paragraph, and certainly not done dreaming.

“I knew you would agree,” said Lilly. “She is just so shifty. That being said, I’ve never considered Jessica to be a particularly shifty name,” she added. 

Lilly gasped.

“What?”

“It’s probably not real! The plot thickens.”

And the dream was over. I closed my book, and with it, the witching world it contained. Lilly had once more dragged me back into reality. Dusty, dull reality. There was never enough time in the day, and the time I had seemed to slip through my fingers more and more lately. Ever since the fire, Mom wanted to ‘play a bigger role in my life.’ This basically meant watching me like a hawk to make sure I wasn’t doing drugs, or spending too much time with Lilly, or both.

It meant even less time to read.

“Ever wondered what it’s like to be an earwig?” asked Lilly, watching a tiny crawling insect making its way across our table. “I should like to spend an afternoon in your shoes, little man,” she added.

I coughed a chesty cough - another little after effect of the fire.

The fire.

I don’t know how it started; I don’t know why I was in the abandoned building; I don’t even know how I got that far across town. All I knew was that if Lilly hadn’t been there to pull me out, then I would have died there. 

Alone.

The police think we are hiding something. I don’t blame them either. Our shared amnesia seemed just a little too convenient to be left unquestioned. I don’t know if it was the fire, the smoke, or something else we were doing, but for some reason large chunks of my memory seemed to be missing from the last few months. Mom says it’s just about getting older, but she obviously thinks there is just something we are not saying. Lilly was the same, though I think losing her memory freaked her out even more than me for some reason.

We don’t talk about it much.

“What’s this I hear about you auditioning for the school production?” Lilly asked, looking up from her new insect friend. “Shakespeare, isn’t it?”

I blushed and felt my chest freeze up. Hank didn’t like this subject one bit. “Who told you that?”

“Mrs. Taylor,” said Lilly. “She can be quite enthusiastic about her favorite students.”

“I’m not her favorite student. I’m not anyone’s favorite anything. I’m just Alex. Besides, I didn’t say I was going to audition. I just said that I like Shakespeare and that I might think about auditioning maybe sometime.”

“Many of the best actors are introverts, you know. Well-known fact. Still, it’s pretty impressive that you are even thinking about it. What happened to your old pal Hank? Finally realized he is a hedgehog and has no business living inside a human lady?”

I smiled at that. “No, he’s not going anywhere. Hank is as much a part of me as my other organs. The difference is that these days, if I want to make an important decision, the hedgehog is not consulted.”

“I bet he never came to meetings anyway,” mused Lilly. “Personally, I put a different body part in charge of my life on a biweekly rotating bases. Currently, my big toes reign supreme. I tried to give the honor just to the left big toe, but the committee wouldn’t have it.” As Lilly spoke, she touched the pendant she had been wearing around her neck. It was in the shape of a rose petal and was a deep purple in color.

“That’s nice,” I said, admiring it.

“Siding with the committee? Interesting,” said Lilly, squinting.

“I mean that. Your necklace. Where did you get it?”

“Haven’t the foggiest, luv,” said Lilly, trying to sound like a true born London person. It didn’t work.

I bit my lip. I did not want to draw Lilly’s attention to the lapse in memory and what it meant for us both.

Lilly changed the subject for me. “Your mom sign the permission slip yet?”

The field trip for biology was next week, but Mom was hesitant to let me go. We were supposed to be going to this isolated island that had been turned into a bird sanctuary. It sounded really cool, but so did spending the whole day at home with my books, so I was in two minds about pressing Mom about it. At least if she let me go to this, then she might start feeling better about letting me go to other things.

“Not yet,” I said.

I stole a few more moments to read a few more pages before the next class - reading in the hall as we waited for the teacher, reading at my desk as everyone settled, reading when it looked like the teacher wasn’t looking.

It was a good book.

When lunch time rolled around, I text Lilly to let her know that I would be going to the sanctuary.

The sanctuary was the one place at school where I knew I couldn’t be disturbed. It was a small clump of wilderness on the far side of the sports field. It was technically out of bounds, and I had been caught there before, but going there was totally worth it if I could finish this book before lunch ended.

I always tried to get to the field before the sports-bros and their hangers-on got out onto the field. I didn’t want to be seen escaping the madness of high school and certainly didn’t want to be spoken to. I wasn’t as bad at spontaneous verbal interchanges (random conversations) these days, but they were still not my fave.

But as I crossed the field, I got the feeling that I was being watched. I couldn’t tell you how, but I was just certain that a pair of eyes were on me. I took a brief look around, but there was no one there.

A bit disconcerted, I continued on my way, doing my best to forget the strange feeling. It was probably just nothing. Human bodies are, after all, nothing if not bags of randomly flaring feelings. 

I sat under a broad trunked oak tree, not caring about the dirt I was getting on my jeans. They would wash out, I had more important matters to attend to. After taking a moment to appreciate my surrounds and watch a thrush hunt among the fallen leaves, I plowed into my book.

It was bliss.

Lunch stretched on, and nobody bothered me. Not even for a moment.

But then the feeling returned. I looked up from my book, noting the place I was up to with my thumb. Hank punched a lung.

“Is anyone there?”

It freaked me out even more this time around. Being watched while I was still on school grounds was one thing, but now I was alone, utterly alone, and surrounded by trees. 

After an agonizing few minutes, I tried to get back into my book.

It was impossible. The feeling wouldn’t go away.

I didn’t know what it was, but I got the sudden urge to look up, to scan the branches above me. I craned my neck upward and drew a quick breath. There, among the leaves and the acorns, was the face of a boy.

I stumbled to my feet. “Who’s there?!” I demanded, scanning the trees. “Who’s there?” I said again.

But it was no use. The boy was gone.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWO




 

I didn’t want to walk home alone after school. I wanted to go with Lilly to her house where I was (probably) safe from random feral boys watching me from the trees. But Mom was strict with her expectations, especially since she had taken reduced hours to ‘be there for me like her mom always was.’ Ostensibly, this meant waiting for Jonny and I to come home from school so that she could greet us with freshly baked brownies. Practically, it meant she was always on my back and never giving me the benefit of the doubt.

So walking home alone was the only option.

I did my best to stay close to other groups of students while maintaining enough distance to avoid accusations of stalkership myself. Usually walking home was when I spent time with whatever audio-book I was reading. Today, I didn’t want to have any of my senses blocked off. Not even for a moment.

I made it home with my body intact but my nerves in pieces. I don’t know if you know this, but scanning every tree for potential threats can be pretty exhausting. Was I overreacting? Maybe. But how was I supposed to know, right?

I happened to cough as I walked in the front door, and Mom happened to be walking by. 

There were no brownies.

“A little late home today?” asked Mom, trying to sound casual.

“Same time as every day,” I said levelly.

“Is it? Hmm,” said Mom.

“Yup,” I said, trying not to make eye contact. If Mom was a regular mom, then I would be able to tell her how freaking freaked out I was, but I just knew she would try to twist it to be some moral about how I should or should not be doing something differently.

Probably thinks I shouldn’t be sneaking out of school to read, or something silly.

Whatever.

“Haven’t been smoking, have you?” asked Mom as I walked up the stairs.

“No,” I droned.

“Lilly smokes, doesn’t she?”

“No,” I droned again, trying to keep my breathing steady.

“No need for that tone,” said Mom. She was clearly trying to start something. Would I take the bait?

Unfortunately, yes. 

Yes, I would.

“Is that it? You think we were smoking in a random building on the other side of town and that’s why I almost died?”

“No, I-”

“What do you think we get up to, Mom? Drugs? Witchcraft?” I was almost yelling now.

“Now you’re just-”

“Cos I’m not into drugs, alright? And the only thing Lilly has ever smoked is chamomile tea. And you know what? She doesn’t recommend it.”

With that, I stormed off into my room, slamming the door behind me, a cocktail of anger and regret swirling within me. I knew it was a bad idea to shout at Mom. She could only make life harder.

I shifted some of my books to the other side of my bed and lay down, facing away from the door. I knew she would be in here at any moment.

A few stomps later, she was.

“What was that about?” she demanded, as if she had no part to play.

“Just leave me alone,” I said without turning around.

“Alright,” said Mom in a tone that strongly suggested that it wasn’t alright. “Clean this room up, would you? It’s a-”

“Fire hazard?” I suggested.

“Yes, as a matter of fact.” With that, she left.

It was a good half hour before I was feeling level again. Fights like that used to always put me into tears, but these days I didn’t let them. I sat up and looked about my room. It was a mess of books, blankets, clothes and whatever else I had failed to put away. With a deep sigh, I began setting things straight, starting with my books - which all had a home - before moving onto the rest. Despite everything, I wanted to be on Mom’s good side. I knew she was afraid for me. It didn’t excuse her bullying, but at least I knew where it was coming from. I resolved to apologize for yelling. The things I said, my tone, those were called for. Yelling? Not what I consider OK. So I would apologize. It would suck, but I would do it.

I mulled this over as I found spots for the last few random objects. The room was looking like somewhere I would actually want to read now. I thought I was done when I noticed that there was still a book on my bedside table. I didn’t recognize it, so I picked it up and leafed through. The book appeared to be an old copy of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. I frowned and smiled. “How strange,” I said to myself. 

I had no memory of where the book came from.

Moving to put the book with my other vintage books, something made me stop. There was just something about the book, something that made me think that there, right there on my nightstand, was where the book ought to be. It was a nice enough looking book, red with gold leaf. Shrugging, I returned the book to its spot and thought no more about it.

I was troubled as I fell asleep that night. Sometimes the whole memory loss thing really gets to me, and I get this nagging sensation that there is something that I really should be doing, that there are people depending on me and I’m just not showing up. I’m sure that’s a pretty common feeling for people, but the rational reassurance didn’t help me fall asleep. When I finally slept, I dreamed of a place almost as chaotic as my mind. I dreamed I was on a storm swept coast after dusk. Jagged rocks lined the water’s edge before running into massive cliffs. I was filled with that same sense that I was supposed to be doing something, and when the dream started I was already running. Running? Not quite. The rocks were almost impassible in places and the waves were enormous, crashing down in front of me and threatening to sweep me out into the sea. I clambered up onto a taller rock just as a titan of a wave crashed all around. The sound of the surf was deafening. With panic in my heart, I tried to breathe, tried to get my bearings.

Then I saw her.

Alone, standing on the edge of an inky black cliff, was a girl, silhouetted and almost impossible to see. 

I knew I had to get to her.

I called out to the girl, though I hardly knew what I was saying. The girl couldn’t hear me. She was far off, and my voice was being carried out to sea. I began stumbling over the rocks toward her, always calling out to her, but the way was impossible. The winds were getting stronger now, and I was worried that she would slip and fall to the jagged rocks. No, I knew for a certainty that she would fall. If I did not get there in time, she would fall and die and it would be all my fault.

Another massive wave came thundering towards me. This time I wasn’t so sure that I could make it out of the way in time. The nearest rock was sharp and cut me as I tried to get to safety. All the time, I kept my attention on the girl, turning to see that she was still there before pushing my way further up the rock.

At last, I made it to the top, gasping for breath. The wave struck, sweeping all around me. The swell was strong and washed over my position, threatening to carry me off into the deep black ocean. I held on with what strength I had and miraculously stayed atop the rock. I turned to see the girl. She was still standing there. I got the sense that she was looking out into the endless blackness, searching for something. I called out to her one last time, but as I did, the winds grew suddenly fierce. For an instant, I got the distinct impression that the girl was looking at me.

Then she fell.

“Elaine!” I cried, sitting up in my bed, drenched in sweat.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THREE




 

I watched the white water toss and turn as the ferry’s engine carved through the ocean. It was almost a week since the night of my dream, and I was still no closer to figuring out who the girl was that fell. Elaine? Where exactly did that name come from? I wanted to dismiss it as just some random fluctuation of my subconscious mind. Why not call out Anne? Or Sandra? But there was just something about the name. It seemed to fill a part of my mind in a way that other names just didn’t. The whole experience of the dream left me with a strange sense of significance. Was it longing? It was a need that I could no more describe than I could identify.

I looked back down at my sketch pad, at the girl on the cliff. This was not the first time I had sketched that scene. I just wanted to get closer to it, to remember every moment and every detail. But with each passing day, the dream faded just a little bit more. Soon it would be more distant than a distant memory.

Though, given my memory problems lately, it would probably disappear altogether.

I banished the thought.

We were on our way to Charlotte Island, the bird sanctuary that Mom miraculously let me visit. Most of the rest of the class were inside gossiping or on the ferry’s roof, watching the mainland become ever more distant. I wanted to be alone, so I found a seat out of the way, facing the back of the boat. The engines were loud, but it was white noise and drowned out the sounds of high-school drama. 

“I am going to become a marine biologist,” said Lilly, taking a seat beside me. 

“Hi Lilly,” I said, closing my sketchpad. These creations were not for prying eyes.

“It has been decided.”

“I believe you.”

“Or a pirate captain,” said Lilly.

“Very similar fields,” I said.

“They are, as a matter of fact. You may not think so at first, but they do both, in fact, require the regular use of a sea going vessel, or a ‘boat’ as those in the trade call them. Thats boat with a B.”

“Pretty standard then.”

“What you up to? You are all on your lonesome,” said Lilly.

“Avoiding the human beings,” I said. “Like always.”

I hadn’t seen anything more of my stalker from the branches. With my mind the way it was at the moment, I was starting to think I imagined it. The whole episode somehow seemed less real than my dream. Still, I tried to stay around others when in public and kept one eye on any suspicious-looking trees. The annoying thing is, once you look for suspicious looking trees, you see them everywhere. I was a little worried that trees would remain objects of potential dishonesty for the rest of my life.

It was not long before Charlotte Island could first be seen on the horizon. I did not see this myself, but the shouts of some of the boys were so loud that I could hear them over the engine’s thunder. When we were closer, my curiosity to see the island overcame my desire to be alone, and I moved to a seat nearer the front of the ferry. From far off, the island looked like a green blur, but it soon began to twist and curl with branches and vines. Overgrown and impossibly green, it was unlike any place I had ever been.

As the ferry pulled into a lightly sheltered harbor, some island administration buildings came into view. It honestly felt like we were arriving at Jurassic Park for birds. 

The process of stopping the boat and lining it up with the jetty seemed to take forever. Soon everything had been secured in place with impressively thick ropes, and we were all instructed to make our way to the information center in an orderly fashion. 


“Pristine,” said Lilly as she stepped off of the boat ahead of me. “Won’t be finding any pines or pigeons here,” she added.

I frowned, stepping off after her. “What did you say?”

Lilly looked confused for a moment. “I forget what I say,” she said. “Not an uncommon occurrence and, all things considered, probably for the best.”

“Pines and pigeons,” I said. “Just seems like a familiar phrase.”

“Probably from an ad.”

I laughed it off, but found the words troubling me for some time after that. The island’s ranger gave us the full rundown on how to not die on the island, as well as a few teasers about which rare birds we will see, which we might see, and which he swears are there but no one ever sees. Some of the more action-orientated of the students of my class seemed to take note of all the ways they could die for the purpose of practical experimentation. By a few exchanged smirks and raised eyebrows, I could tell that our teacher minders were going to have their work cut out for them. These were the sports-bros, the jocks, the ones who saw warning signs as suggested activities.

As much as I wanted to ignore these people, I couldn’t help but find myself worried for them. Lachlan was perhaps the worst of the bunch, clambering onto every piece of railing on the island, and deliberately walking off the tracks - especially when signs said not to. Lachlan and his pals had a distinctive sort of laugh that might best be described as a hur-hur.

I hated it.

We were led around the island through lush forest. The guide pointed out the bird-life, making sure we took note of those that could only be found on the island. It made me really wish I appreciated birds more. I mean, there are just so many of them and they are all so different. I took a few photos with my mobile, but they were almost universally blurry in the dim light beneath the trees, and the birds were shy enough (and smart enough) to keep their distance.

I get you, birdy. I get you.

I resolved to find some good quality photos when I got home so that I could draw them properly. By now, I was sure that I would return here. Maybe just with Lilly though - if she could promise to stay quiet.

We stopped for lunch at the designated eating area. The numerous ‘don’t feed the birds’ signs were no doubt giving Lachlan ideas. There was a pleasant view of the south side of the island from this spot as we were quite high above sea level. We all took photos of the lush coast, leaning over the handrail to try to make sure no evidence of mankind got into the shots.

Lachlan started climbing the handrail.

One of the other students tried to dissuade him and actually managed to get him back on solid ground, but I knew it was only a matter of time before he was up there again. It made me uncomfortable.

With Lilly occupied with googling how to become an island ranger, I found a quiet spot to read and listen to the bird call. I was reading a series about witches in a dystopian future. The one I was currently on had a cool mind-bending time travel element I appreciated. I was just starting another chapter when a sound caught my attention. This was not the distant hur-huring of my classmates, but a subtle sound. An out-of-place sound.

Looking up, my heart froze. There, standing under the shadow of a tree, was the same boy I had seen last week. The same boy that had made walking home so damn stressful. He was short, but looked about my age. He had his brown hair tied back in a top-knot. His clothes seemed out of place, like he had bought them at some South East Asian night market. In one hand he was holding a stick. A stick? No. This was a staff.

He looked like he had seen a ghost.

“Hey!” I called, getting to my feet and almost losing my place in the book.

The boy didn’t waste any time, darting off down the path. My heart racing, I started after him. I followed, always seeing the back of his head as he disappeared around the next corner. After a while I had to stop, out of breath as I was. It was then that I realized I was alone in the middle of the bush chasing my stalker.

Nice move, Alex.

Hank started doing flips in my chest. He wanted us to get out of there and make it snappy. I happened to agree. With almost as much energy as I had chased the boy, I ran out of the forest, only stopping when I reached my bag and my discarded book.

How on earth did he make it onto the island? Had he been on the boat the whole time? Or was he waiting for me here? It was all too creepy. It was probably time that I spoke to someone about him. I wasn’t sure if Lilly would take me seriously. It was hard to know whether Lilly would ever take anything seriously, but who else could I tell? Mom? Good luck. No. I would just have to choose my time well.

A sudden scream drew my attention back to my classmates. A bunch of them had gathered near the cliff. Several of them were leaning over the handrail. There was another scream, and one teacher darted over.

Someone had fallen down, and it didn’t take a genius to tell who.

I was just about to rush over there, compelled as I was by that ancient instinct to take in every detail about a disaster, when a change in the crowd made me stop. Their fear seemed to have morphed into wonder.

Seconds later, I saw why.

Lachlan was reappearing over the side of the cliff. He wasn’t climbing either; he was flying. I don’t know how else to describe it. He didn’t seem conscious, but was wrapped in a purple mist, which shifted and whirled around him. Slowly, he rose up over the railing and floated toward safety.

At that moment, I just happened to glance toward Lilly, who was quite separate from the others.

I gasped. She too was surrounded by this mist. No one else had seen her. They were all focused on the levitating Lachlan. Sparks of purple electricity curled all over her body, and the petal pendant around her neck was glowing. Her hands were stretched out toward Lachlan as if she were moving him with the sheer force of her will.

“Lilly?” I said quietly.

Then, quite suddenly, the energy faded and disappeared.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FOUR




 

“I didn’t know I had super powers,” said Lilly as we walked along the jetty towards our waiting ferry. All the rest of the students were chatting with each other about Lachlan’s flying stunt. Even the teachers were looking at each other with serious expressions, half of wonder and half of fear. “I mean,” continued Lilly, “I always strongly suspected this was the case. I can’t say that I’m that surprised.”

“Can’t you take anything seriously?” I asked, a little exasperated. “Someone almost died and you might be possessed.”

“Possessed? I didn’t even consider the horror genre.” Lilly frowned. “I don’t feel possessed. Do I look possessed?”

“Not more so than usual, I guess. Did you know your pendant was glowing too?”

“Was it? Maybe the pendant is possessed. Hmm.”

Once we were aboard, I sat near the back again and watched as the island started to shrink. I found myself searching the shoreline for some sign of the boy who had been following me. In truth, I almost expected to see a girl on the cliff’s edge, standing on the precipice, a black silhouette against the bright greens of the island.

“Who are you, Elaine?” I whispered to the sea.

The sea did not answer.

Lilly joined me, wanting to talk more about her newfound gift. “I have decided that I will be chaotic good,” she said as she sat down.

“Just decided that?”

“Yes. A new decision. Now, do you mind if I levitate you?”

“Yes.”

“Because I don’t think I can levitate small objects. I almost certainly can’t levitate cans of drink, sandwich wrappers, or chairs.”

“I take it you have been trying your luck?”

Lilly sighed. “Nothing seems to work. Its not fair. I finally get powers and they just disappear. Damn, I hope this whole thing is cannon, ‘cos I can’t go back to being a normie.”

“I think I can safely say that you will never be a normie, Lilly,” I said. My eyes drifted to her pendant. I wondered again where she got it from. Was it just a coincidence that she couldn’t remember? Or did it have something to do with the fire?

“Perhaps it was because Lachlan was in danger. Could be worth trying out.”

“Putting Lachlan in danger?”

“Yeah. Why not?”

I gave her the ‘you know damn well why not’ look. She ignored me.

“Though I suppose it doesn’t have to be Lachlan. Not unless we are soul linked or something. Oh god, I hope we aren’t soul linked. Hey Alex?”

“No,” I said flatly.

“But I haven’t even said anything yet!” Lilly protested.

“You were going to suggest putting me in danger.”

There was silence for a moment. “I was not,” said Lilly. “But hypothetically-”

“No.”




***




I lied to my mother to get out of the house on the weekend. Fortunately for me, she had her mind occupied with the whereabouts of my now slightly feral little brother. I didn’t know what had happened to him this year, but he seemed to want to grow up at double speed. Dad was no help, of course. He would just say, “boys will be boys,” and continue watching his banal sports game.

Having gotten away, I found myself with no clear reason to be out of the house. After a few texts to Lilly and a few rounds of, ‘I don’t know, what do you want to do?’ we settled on meeting up in town for coffee. Lilly was already in town and wasn’t keen on coming to pick me up, so I soon found myself on a slightly stale smelling bus, stop-starting all the way to the city center. I had to find some other way to get around. I couldn’t keep depending on Lilly for inconvenient trips.

One of the mysteries of our burning building was that Lilly’s car was not with us. It was safe at home. Just why we would have gone across town to the middle of nowhere using public transport was beyond me. 

Once seated with bless’d caffeine in hand, all Lilly wanted to talk about was her research into magic pendants. “As far as I can tell, there are two main kinds. The ones made by made-up new age magic users, which don’t work, and the ones in history that religious people accused their enemies of having, which probably never existed. I’m not sure which of those mine is.”

“Maybe we could try to find something similar? If the magic was added later, then we might get a lead from whoever made the pendant itself.”

Lilly nodded vigorously. “I like where you are going with this. Detective Alex. I think you would make a good detective, actually. Perhaps you need more tweed, though.”

“Why?”

“Every detective needs tweed.”

“I mean, why do you think I would make a good detective?”

“I dunno.”

“I see.”

It took me a little while to build up the courage to mention my stalker, but I really thought I needed at least one person to know. When I brought him up, I didn’t quite get the response I expected.

“Oh yea, I know who you mean,” said Lilly.

“You do?” I asked, a little suspicious that she was just making things up.

“Yeah. He was following us from the other side of the road all the way from your bus stop.”

“He was?”

“Kind of short, holding a stick, sporting a slightly too tidy man bun. Boy bun? Person bun?!”

I was shocked. “That definitely sounds like him,” I said, leaning forward. “And he is really in town following us right now.”

“Yeah. At least, I think so. He seems pretty persistent. I see him all the time.”

I almost spat out my coffee. “Lilly! Why didn’t you say?”

“Chill out. He is probably harmless.”

“Probably?! He is stalking us, Lilly. That’s weird.”

Lilly sighed. “You are probably right, as usual,” she said, doing her best to sound like Bilbo Baggins. I swear, she knows every damn line in the first Lord of the Rings film. “I suppose arsenic seems harmless at first. So does quilting. Both are deadly.”

“But what do we do?”

“Confront him?”

“Do we have to?” I asked, my stomach churning. I was really hoping that someone would just make him go away.

“He is just a kid. Probably has a crush or something.”

I cringed at the suggestion.

“Come on,” said Lilly, grabbing her coffee. “I’ll do the talking.”

I followed the rapidly escaping Lilly, partly wanting to tell her not to confront the boy, and partly glad that something was finally being done. Lilly, being Lilly, was not content with any sort of simple plan. What followed was an elaborate exercise in the science of pretending to shop.

“We need him to think that nothing is the matter,” said Lilly in a whisper as she examined a Witcher-themed throw towel before baulking at the price. “If he catches wind that we are on to him, then he may run away,” she continued, moving to another shelf of pop culture merch. “Oh, I actually want this,” she said, picking up a baby Yoda plushy. “No. I need this.”

“But don’t we want him to run away?” I asked, trying to figure out whether Lilly was pretending to want the plushy or actually wanting it.

“Well, yes, but only after I have a word with him.”

“It’s OK if we skip that bit.”

“Might even levitate him. That’ll teach him to freak out my little buddy.”

“We can definitely skip that. Little?”

“You must own, Alex Reed, you are rather minute for a real person.”

We traversed from store to store. It wasn’t long before I noticed a pattern. Lilly was leading us in an elaborate spiral route around town. She didn’t say, but I think it was deliberate, Lilly was making sure that our path was always taking a left turn.

Somewhere between the bohemian-wear store and the vinyl disk store, Lilly leaned in close. “On my mark, we turn around and run exactly the way we came.”

“OK,” I said, wide eyed and resigned to what was about to happen.

“On my mark,” said Lilly as we made another left turn. “Now!”

Lilly spun about and bolted, leaving me scrambling to do the same. “Gotcha!” I heard her call before I rounded the corner after her. Sure enough, her plan had worked. Mr. Stalker-dude looked like a deer in the headlights, to use a really scary and potentially tragic metaphor.

The boy appeared more embarrassed than anything.

“I know you have been following my friend,” said Lilly. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

With one quick movement, the boy spun his staff in the air before smashing one end of it into the concrete. There was an enormous ripping sound. At first, I thought it was the concrete, but that seemed absurd.

Soon there could be no mistake. This stalker of mine had opened what looked like a tear in the fabric of reality. It was a bright white spinning circle that distorted the world around it. With a grim, almost shy smile, the boy stepped backwards into this - this thing before it vanished into nothing.

“Huh,” said Lilly.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FIVE




 

The headaches began less than a minute after the portal closed. No sooner had we exchanged thoughts about what we had seen, who the boy could be, or what it all meant, than we were both struck with sudden and immense pain. It was difficult to describe. All I could say was that it was like I had just crammed for a test, but, like, a hundred tests and all within the space of a moment. Thousands of random and disconnected images were flashing before my mind. People, places, scenes. None of it seemed familiar. It was like I had binge-watched a TV show and was falling asleep recollecting what I had seen, except it was painful and a thousand times more intense.

Lilly, who had it bad, but apparently not as bad as me, promised to nap in her car before driving home. Somehow, I hardly know how, I managed to get home to my bed via bus sometime in the midafternoon. Pulling a pillow over my head and pushing down hard, I tried to will the pain to go away. I had never felt pain like this before. It made me want to be throw up.

The next day, the pain had dulled a little, but not by much. Mom, who suspected I might have been drinking alcohol, was not very sympathetic to my pain. I couldn’t quite bring myself to care, though. Jonny, who was also in Mom’s bad books, made sure I had pain killers and water and I spent most of the day falling asleep between episodes of The Queen’s Gambit. I wanted to read, but that degree of concentration was absolutely out of the question.

Monday rolled around, and the last thing I wanted to do was go to school. My head still ached, and I felt awful. The stalker and his random portal of light had almost been completely pushed from my mind. I knew it was big; I knew I needed to talk to Lilly about it, but right then all I could focus on was trying to get the world to stop spinning.

“None of us like Mondays, Alex,” moralized Mom when I tried to explain to her that I was in immense agony.

“I can hardly stand,” I protested.

“Well, maybe if you had got some fresh air over the weekend instead of being couped up in front of your laptop…”

I didn’t have the energy to argue. Maybe I could just sleep through my classes?

This, as it turned out, was never going to work. Mrs. Taylor, my English teacher, took one look at me and then promptly ushered me to the school nurse. “Have you had migraines before?” she asked as she walked with me down the hall.

“Migraines? No, I don’t think so.”

“They are the worst. It might pay to see a doctor about them if it happens again. How long have you been in pain?”

I thought for a moment. “About two days, I guess. From midday Saturday.”

“Two days?!” blurted Mrs. Taylor in a way that was extremely validating. “Why did you come to school? And these aren’t normal for you?”

I shook my head.

I sat down in the nurse’s office and waited as the nurse and Mrs. Taylor exchanged a few words. Usually I would have listened in, but I could hardly think.

The nurse wasn’t super helpful. He just gave me some pain medicine and asked me to wait while he organized for me to be picked up. That was something. I would be vindicated in Mom’s eyes at least - unless she thought this was just a more elaborate trick than she first supposed.

After a while, the door opened and in stepped the deputy principal. I was a little surprised to see him, but didn’t think too much of it. After all, I had never been sent home sick before. Perhaps this was just a part of how things go down?

“Miss Reed,” he said, sitting down. “Well, aren’t I surprised to see you here.”

For some reason he said that in such a way that strongly suggested that he was not at all surprised.

“I think you know what I’m getting at,” he said. “These headaches you are describing. They wouldn’t happen to be in some way related to the headaches that your friend Lilly Bennett is experiencing?”

I almost said yes. I wanted to say that we both started to get them after my stalker disappeared into a portal of light, which he wouldn’t have been able to do if only Lilly had the presence of mind to levitate him. I didn’t say any of that. Instead I asked, “was she here?”

“I think you know the answer to that,” said the man. He seemed so snarky, like he had just uncovered a devious plot. I couldn’t say anything in reply. 

I was exhausted and just wanted people to stop talking to me. 

“You can cut the act, Miss Reed. You have a history of trying to get out of class.”

“Do I?” I asked. I honestly couldn’t remember ever skipping class. What was going on?

“I’ve read your file,” he continued. “Now, I want you to go back to Miss Taylor’s class and apologize to her for making her worry. She is a very kind woman and deserves better than to have the likes of you preying on that kindness.”

The deputy principal stood up.

I stood up.

The blood rushed from my head.

I blacked out.




***




I woke up on the nurse’s medical bed an indeterminable period of time later. The nurse was in the midst of a heated exchange with the deputy principal and was soon joined by Mrs. Taylor, who had come to make sure I was safely off. My sense of time was distorted. The effort I put into actually getting to school was enough to make sure I couldn’t stay conscious once I was there. Mom came, helped me to the car, and came extremely close to saying sorry without actually saying sorry. She made sure I got back to bed OK and then went back to work, promising, against my protest, to call me a little later on to check on me. 

Great. 

The last thing I needed was Mom waking me up with a phone call. She probably just wanted to make sure I wasn’t sneaking out.

Still, I was grateful to lay down again, and was soon swept off to a dreamless sleep-scape.

When I finally awoke, it was some time after lunch. For the first time in two days, I actually felt a bit hungry. What’s more, my mind had cleared up a bit - enough, at least, to wonder where these headaches had come from. If I understood the deputy principal correctly, Lilly had already gone home complaining of migraines. We definitely needed to talk about all this.

Do I call her?

My phone was on my nightstand, sitting on top of that book. I went to grab my phone but hesitated for a moment. That book… there was something about that book. Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. Did I borrow it from someone? Was I supposed to have returned it? All I could say was that it gripped me with a strong sense or urgency.

My phone began to chime. It was Lilly.

“Hey,” I said, answering it almost immediately, my eyes dwelling for a moment on the mysterious book.

“It sounds quiet. You at home?” she asked.

“Got sent home, actually.”

“Headaches?”

“Yup,” I said. “You too, I hear.”

“Yeah. Freaking freaky,” said Lilly. “Have you been getting weird flashbacks to things that never happened?”

“Something like that,” I said.

“I’ve also been getting these weird crying spells. Not normal for me. You?”

“I haven’t had those,” I said.

“Damn, just me then. I’ve been thinking, and it might be a bit strange, but what if these headaches are to do with that portal our stalker made?”

“Maybe,” I said, dismissively. “Honestly, my world just doesn’t have space for a magic portal right now.”

“Or maybe they are to do with my magic pendant? I’m inclined to believe not, because I hadn’t levitated anything that day. The connection seems stronger with the boy. The headaches, after all, didn’t come until he disappeared through…” Lilly trailed off.

“All true,” I said. It was hard for me to concentrate. For whatever reason, Lilly was recovering faster than me, it seemed.

“Did you hear what happened to Lachlan?”

“No, what?”

“Broke both of his legs and fractured a collar bone trying to fly. Kind of feel bad about that.”

“Not your fault,” I said as reassuringly as I could. “Scary though.”

“Oh shoot,” said Lilly, her voice cracking.

“What is it?”

“I’m tearing up again,” she sobbed.

“What’s the matter? What are you crying about?”

“I d-don’t know. I’m just overwhelmed.”

“Like, are you sad?” I asked.

“D-devastated. L-like someone d-died. Someone close to m-me.” 

I could hardly understand her now. “Sorry, man,” I said. I didn’t know what else to say.

“Alex?”

“Yeah?”

“Who the f-fudge is Darcy?”


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SIX




 

“Ask me about my levitation skills,” said Lilly. It was Friday afternoon, and Lilly decided it was her duty to walk me home from school. We saw little of the boy with the staff, though I was certain he was still following us around. Even at school, I felt like he was watching us. Call me paranoid, but I didn’t like being alone so much anymore.

“What happens if I don’t ask you?” I asked Lilly.

“Please don’t do that too me,” said Lilly in mock sincerity. “We are friends, you and I.”

The headaches were fading, but still annoying. The intrusive images now seemed more like parts of a half-remembered dream, familiar but disconnected to everyday life. Since the phone call on Monday, Lilly hadn’t mentioned the name Darcy again. I had to admit that the name was familiar, like a character from an old book. But the strangest part of all this strangeness was how normal it all felt - like it was an everyday occurrence that some dude with a stick might step into a portal and disappear, or that Lilly and I might spontaneously get suspiciously similar headaches. 

All this may have felt normal, but I still wanted it to stop. 

It seemed like more than just a coincidence that our headaches started after we confronted our stalker. Lilly wanted to confront him again, take his staff, and then hit him over the head with it.

“Fine,” said Lilly in a huff. “I’ll ask myself then. Hey, Lilly, so I hear you can levitate things,” she said, turning to her left. “Why yes I can. Would you like a demonstration?” she said, turning to the right.

We were almost at my house now, and I was starting to get anxious about Mom seeing me with Lilly. It was stupid. It’s not as though I have many friends as it is, and her sudden dislike of Lilly was just irrational. She pulled me out of a fire, for goodness’ sake.

Movement to the right caught my attention. I half expected to see that guy again, darting out of my neighbor’s garden. Instead, I saw a garden gnome levitate an inch or so off the ground and start waddling towards me. “Hello Alex,” said Lilly in her best gnome voice. She was now once more surrounded by the purple mist, her skin crawling with electricity. “It’s lovely to see you again.”

“Lilly!” I hissed, glancing at the upper windows of my house. “When did you figure out to do that?” I hissed in a half-whisper.

“After lunch,” replied Lilly, making no attempt to limit her volume. “I’m fairly sure Mr. Stevenson thinks his desk is haunted now.”

“You are an actual menace,” I said, cracking a smile. 

Lilly cackled. “So what do you say? Am I strong enough to take on an armed wizard?”

“I dunno,” I said.

“Come on! We can go to the night market this Sunday. It’s always chaotic there, and it will be much easier to corner him.”

“That’s presuming he is is going to be there.”

“Seriously, Alex. That guy is obsessed with us.”

“I don’t know about that. I mean, I get the feeling he has been watching me, but I haven’t actually seen him.”

“And if you wish to continue that trend, then I suggest you don’t look too closely at that lamp post half a block back.”

My brow dropped, and I turned to look. Lilly stopped me. 

“Not just yet. We need him to think that we think he is gone. Otherwise we will never trap him.”

Reluctantly, I agreed. It wasn’t going to be easy to convince Mom to let me out of the house on a Sunday night. She knows very well that Lilly and I go to the night markets sometimes. I’ll either have to be honest, or I will have to sneak out. Lying wouldn’t work.

After saying goodbye to Lilly, I entered my house to find that Mom was not home. Had she finally started to calm the farm?

“She had to work late,” said Jonny. He was sitting on the couch, eating a bowl of pumpkin seeds and watching the news channel.

A very strange kid.

As it turned out, Friday was not the only exception. The museum where Mom worked was having another one of those big museum events that only museum employees, their families, and mysterious rich people ever hear about. It wasn’t until next week, but the follow-on effect was a lot of late nights as Mom, um, well, did important museum errands. 

Whatever.

Everything looked promising for me heading out on Sunday until I heard Mom’s car pull up late in the afternoon.

“Oops, I’m on dinner,” said Dad, pausing his sports show and getting to his feet.

Jonny and I, who were both lost in the endless scrolling of social media, exchanged glances.

Mom walked in, a storm of business and urgency. “Right,” she said to no one in particular. Noticing that Dad was on the phone, she frowned.

“That’s right,” said Dad to the phone. “And two garlic breads.” I don’t know why he used the land-line when he had a perfectly good cell. 

“Right,” repeated Mom, resigning herself to a dinner of bread and grease.

And just like that, my super sneaky plans had been thwarted.

It’s a no-go, I text Lilly after consuming half my bodyweight in pizza.

There was about ten minutes without a reply, then my phone buzzed.

Wanna bet?

The doorbell rang.

My heart stopped as Mom got up out of her chair and went to the door.

“Hello Mrs. Alex’s Mom!” said Lilly in the cheeriest voice imaginable.

There was a pause while Mom tried to figure out how to react to this sudden intruder. “Hello, Lilly,” said Mom, putting on her best ‘visitor’ voice. 

There was another pause.

“Alex!” called Mom.

Carefully, I made my way to the door.

“Going somewhere?” asked Mom as I passed her.

“We are going to the night market,” said Lilly. “I have promised Alex mushroom dumplings. You see, Mrs. Alex’s Mom. I had this running joke going where-”

“Alright,” said Mom. “Though I’m sure she isn’t going to have much room. We have just eaten.”

Lilly looked crestfallen as my inexplicably compliant Mom retreated into the house. “But I had this whole bit planned out,” said Lilly as Mom returned to the lounge.

“Let’s just get out of here before she changes her mind,” I said, running back upstairs to get my things.




***




The market was a plethora of sounds and smells, some pleasant, some less so. This market was situated in a field a little way out of town, surrounded by hills and wilderness. The place was lit using everything from fairy lights to flood lights and was a lot more atmospheric than the usual under-mall car-park they used.

“Now what?” I asked, my gut twisting.

“Now we find appropriate dumplings,” said Lilly. “Does nobody listen to me?”

“I mean about, you know,” I started.

“Voldemort? Doesn’t exist,” said Lilly.

I gave Lilly the ‘we all know you are very witty but can we please just get on with it’ look.

“Fine. We capture the human.”

Silence.

“Capture?” I asked.

“Yes. With a trap.”

“Lilly, I am fairly sure that it is illegal to trap a human being.”

“Is it though?” suggested Lilly.

“This is totally awkward, Lilly,” I said.

“Don’t worry, I have a plan.”

“Go on,” I said hesitantly.

“First, mushroom dumplings. Second, we look around the stalls, pretending we are normal persons.”

“We are normal persons-”

“Thirdly, we disappear from sight. Fourthly, and lastly, we trip over the stalker boy and take his things.”

“I thought we were just going to take his staff?”

“That’s what I said,” said Lilly.

We were wandering through the market now. It was crowded, and I was a little self-conscious of people overhearing us. True to her word, Lilly located the dumpling king.

“Now, in order to trip him, we have to get him to run, and in order to get him to run, we are going to need bait.”

“Bait?”

“Yes, Alex. You shall be the bait. Once he has lost us, he will probably be pretty keen to find us again. I will sneak up next to him and then you will pop into view. He will go after you, and I will stick out my foot. There we have it: a rapidly plummeting stalker-boy. From there it should be easy to get his staff from him.”

“And if he doesn’t see me?”

“Yes, you are pretty short. Don’t worry, I’ll just grab the staff. I can be pretty wily sometimes, you know. Pretty wily.”

“Why not just grab the staff to begin with? Why trip him at all?” I asked.

There was silence.

“Don’t worry,” said Lilly. “I’m a professional.” And with that, she turned her attention to the dumpling menu.

I looked out into the crowded field, wondering if there was a face looking back at me. We had no real idea what this guy was capable of. That portal he opened was like magic, real magic. We had no idea what he might do to us if forced into a difficult situation.

We ambled through the market, eating dumplings as we went. I was certainly full, but I ate the dumplings anyway. I always had a separate stomach for dumplings. After about half an hour of examining crystals, woven bags, incense burners, and cheaply printed fandom t-shirts, I found a moment to whisper to Lilly. “Is it almost time?” I asked. Hank was doing back-flips in my stomach, and I really just wanted to either get this done or enjoy the market.

“It’s not almost time because I haven’t blim’n seen him yet,” hissed Lilly.

“I thought you said he was always around?”

“He usually is. Maybe I just haven’t seen him because of the crowds? No, I don’t think it’s the crowds. Shoot.”

“So we are not doing this?” I asked, trying to hide my joy.

“I guess not,” said Lilly with a sigh. “Typical. As soon as you want some creep following you *poof* he’s gone.”

Lilly might not have been happy, but Hank was. I almost didn’t mind the hundreds of people bumping into us at every turn. At last, I could enjoy the market without worrying about some pending confrontation.

After another hour of wandering, we decided to leave. By then I was pretty tired, and my mind was half focused on my bed and half on the book that was waiting for me there. I was knocked from my pleasant thoughts by a person who clearly thought that looking where they were going was optional.

“Sorry,” said the boy, mouth half stuffed with churro.

It was him.

In one hand was the rest of his deep fried treat, in the other he held a drink. His staff was tucked under one arm.

He just stared at us, eyes wide.

Lilly acted quickly and grabbed for the staff, yanking it from him on her first go.

The boy frowned. 

“Hey!” he protested.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVEN




 

“Give that back!” said the boy, looking about urgently for somewhere to put his drink.

“I have decided to keep it,” said Lilly, appraising the staff. It was wooden and twisted, as if made from a crooked tree. There were a few markings on the staff’s length which, thankfully, were not glowing.

“I mean it,” said the boy, stepping forward. “You will be sorry.”

“Is that a threat, churro boy?” mocked Lilly.

I had barely enough time to register my extreme social discomfort before the headache struck. The word headache is hardly strong enough. It was like some massive claw had seized my brain and started to squeeze. I forced my eyes open to see that Lilly had similarly been struck. What’s more, she was falling over backwards. 

Our mysterious foe grabbed back his staff and with quick movement twirled it and struck the ground with one end.

There was a blinding flash of white light, and then everything went dark.




***




All I knew was pain. I didn’t know if I was asleep, awake, or in some other hell-scape of a state. The headaches I had experienced over the week were long forgotten as a flood of images, conversations, people, places, pains, and losses streamed into my mind. It was like the Matrix movie, only I was downloading a whole other life into my brain. I was not unconscious the whole time. I distinctly remember waking in a place that I at first thought looked like The Library. The Library? What even was that thought? Was it a book shop?

The boy who had been following us was stooped over me, a look of concern in his eyes as he touched my forehead with a wet flannel. Standing behind him was an unnaturally thin man, tall with raven black hair. His expression was grim.

Where was Lilly?

I fell again into a fitful fever-dream. It was painful, but not all pain. Memories of love were mingled with those of loss. I remembered kindly faces, words of thanks, a Gorilla? - and Elaine.

After what might have been an eternity, I finally awoke, the worst of it behind me.

The boy’s head snapped to face me.

“She’s awake,” he said, shouting to the next room.

My face contorted at the sight of him. “Get away,” I tried to say as I attempted to pull myself away from him. I was drenched in sweat.

“It’s OK,” said the boy. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

“That’s believable,” I said, panic taking hold of me.

“I know this is scary,” said the boy before turning. “Fis! Where are you?”

“Fis?” I said, trying to figure out where I had heard that name before.

“Don’t go anywhere,” said the boy, before scrambling out of the room.

A moment later Lilly walked in.

“Goodness, you do not look well,” said Lilly. Somehow she seemed to have escaped the same sweaty fate as me, but she looked warn beyond anything I had ever seen in her before. Why was that?

“We have to go,” I stammered.

“I know, we were just waiting for you. Do you know where it is? Your book, I mean.”

“My book?” I asked, puzzled. I couldn’t say how I knew, but somehow I just knew she was referring to that copy of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. That book was important, wasn’t it?

“I was afraid of this,” said the sharp but confident voice of the same tall man I had seen during the height of my fever.

“She still doesn’t remember?” asked Lilly, alarmed.

“As I told you, Miss Bennett,” started the man who I now presumed had the familiar name of Fis. “We were surprised that you remember as much as you do. Miss Reed may take more time - if indeed she ever recovers fully.”

“Recover fully?” I asked. “What’s going on here?”

“We were attacked,” said Lilly.

I looked immediately toward the boy.

“No, not by him. Before him. We were leaving The Library - I think. It is still a little fuzzy.”

“There was a fire,” I said, seeing for a moment a giant gorilla unconscious on the floor, surrounded by burning books. “Good god!” I gasped. “The Librarian!”

“See, she remembers,” said the boy, smiling.

Fis’s grave expression did not change.

I looked at my surroundings now, taking in the disorderly shelves stuffed with books and papers. “How did I end up here? Where is here?”

“Here is no particular place,” said Fis. “But you have been here before.”

“I have?” I asked.

“And we have met, as a matter of fact. Of course, I was a Labrador at the time. I remember distinctly how you told me that I was a good boy. It was very kind of you to say. Goodness, that was an awkward century.”

“It can’t have been a century if I met you,” I protested. None of this was making sense - and yet that seemed completely normal, like I was used to the whole universe being turned on its side.

“It was probably just a few months ago for you,” said the boy. “I’m James, by the way. James O’Connor. You know my grandfather, I think.”

“The wizard?” I asked, hardly knowing what I was saying.

“That’s right,” said the boy, brightening up. “He sent me to help you.”

“By following us around?”

“He was trying to restore our memories,” said Lilly. She looked fed up and tired. Where was Darcy? 

“I was worried that doing it all at once might, um, break your brain,” said James. “I was trying to sort of drip feed the memory restore by hacking my your subconscious. I think it was working.”

“It was working, but too slowly,” said Lilly. “Alex, we need to get back to The Library. Things are seriously going down.”

“I need my key,” I said. That was it. I read the first few lines and then we fell. I tried to sit up, but I was too weak.

“She needs rest, I’m afraid,” said Fis.

Lilly took a deep breath. “I just don’t know if we have time. We have spent weeks playing high school, all the while the multiverse is being torn apart by monsters,” she snapped.

“The multiverse will just have to wait a little longer,” said Fis.

“You said you were a Labrador,” I said, turning to the raven-haired man and searching my memories. “Fis Second Hand Books. Opening Hours: Spring Showers and Summer Snow Storms,” I said, then smiled. “I remember you.”

“A very important day for you, I think, Keeper,” said the man. “We had to arrange some particular tricks to get the weather right for your arrival.”

“You knew I was coming? Knew that I would be Keeper?”

“I did not, but this bookshop receives regular updates. Don’t ask me how. I am merely its present custodian. Oh, and I must apologize for the customer service representative we had on hand. He was a temp and was not up to our usual mystic standards.”

“He was fine,” I said, trying to remember anything besides my own intense anxiety about my card working on the machine. I used to really freak out over things like that.

“We should let her rest,” said Lilly as she took my pillow and blanket and replaced it with ones that were not drenched in sweat.

“How right you are, Miss Bennett. Miss Reed, it is a pleasure to have you as my guest. I am sorry that I cannot be more accommodating, but this is a bookshop, after all. I set you up in the classics section for your comfort.”

Lilly cracked a slight smile. “He set me up next to the Crystal Bible,” she said. “Now, get some rest. It may be awhile before we get another chance.”

I nodded and lay my head down again. Closing my eyes, I let the old memories and the new flow before my mind’s eye. The headache may have faded, but in its place was confusion unlike any I have ever known before. 




***




“Mom is going to flip!” I said, anxiety rocketing through my system. Moments before I had woken up, I realized I was supposed to be home hours ago, and then freaked out.

Lilly laughed. “Chill out! Fis has us covered.” She was sitting on a chair next to my bed, apparently waiting for me to wake up. She was holding a book titled: ‘Bronze-work Made Easy.’ Yup, that was Lilly. Always something new.

“My mind is all in a muddle,” said Alex.

“Still?” said Lilly, clearly disappointed.

“What happened anyway? How did we get like this?” I asked.

“It seems that the same creature that took my memories when I was like twelve decided to come back for seconds. You were dessert, apparently.”

“It ate my memories,” I said flatly.

“Only figuratively. You will get them back. I mean, I got them back. I reckon it’s because Elaine already messed with my head the first time I had them restored.”

Elaine. How did I ever forget Elaine?

“If we can just get back to The Library, then maybe we can find her… That’s if The Library is even still there.”

“Yikes,” I said, my mind flashing back to the figure of the Librarian curled up on the ground. I flinched.

“We are just lucky that Mr. O’Connor was in contact with his grandson, or we would have been stuck in our comfortable little lives while the worlds fell apart.”

“Lucky,” I said sarcastically.

Lilly snorted. “Anyway, it seems they were using Fis’s shop as a sort of inter-dimensional postal system.”

“This shop? We aren’t in Torbay?”

“Not anymore, Toto. Didn’t he say before? We are in no particular place. It’s like that weird space we fall through when we go into books, only completely different.”

“Right.”

“Fis is going to take us back to your house at roughly the same moment that James took us through to here. I mean, my car will be left parked up by the market until after the apocalypse, but I think that’s the least of our concerns.”

“Won’t Mom notice?” I asked, wondering if there was space enough between my house and the neighbor’s house for a bookshop.

“Seriously, Alex. It doesn’t matter if she does. If we don’t get back to The Library soon, no one will be safe.”

I shook my head. “Right, of course,” I said. Of course, it didn’t matter if Mom saw a bookshop appear out of nowhere. It wasn’t as though the sky was being torn apart by a massive whirling snake. “We should go.”

“Fis!” called Lilly. “It’s time.”

Fis walked into the main area, glanced at me, smiled slightly, and then continued his way to the door. 

I pulled myself out of bed. I was still a little wobbly, and the sweat from my fever was causing my clothes to cling to me.

The raven-haired man was standing at the door with one hand on the door-handle. He appeared to be concentrating. “I am not used to doing this with an audience,” he said. “But if I open door just right…” With a jiggle and a twist, the door swung open, revealing my bedroom on the other side.

Lilly and I exchanged glances.

“Here we are,” said Fis, ignoring our looks. “There it is on your nightstand.”

It was strange looking at my room from this angle. Lilly and I stepped through. Looking back, I could see that there was now a bookshop in my closet.

It would have been kind of a dream under different circumstances.

“Can I have some privacy?” I asked, gesturing toward my drenched clothes.

“No,” said Lilly. “Not allowed.”

I rolled my eyes and Lilly retreated back into the bookshop. I hastily changed into dry clothes and then knocked on my closet door. Lilly opened to greet me.

“Not today, thank you,” she said, moving to close the door again. Then, with a self amused smile, she stepped into my room.

“Is it alright if I come too?” asked James. He was standing awkwardly behind Fis, staff in hand. “I would like to see my grandfather,” he added haltingly. “And help - if I can.”

I shrugged and smiled. “OK,” I said.

“Just stay where we can see you,” said Lilly slyly.

James looked embarrassed as he inched past the bookshop owner. I recognized that look. It was way too familiar to me.

“She’s just joking,” I said reassuringly. “Thank you for helping us get our memories back.”

“Oh,” said James, looking utterly uncomfortable. “It’s nothing.”

With that, I walked to my nightstand and picked up the book that had been waiting for me this whole time. In moments, I had it open to the first chapter.

“Put a hand on her shoulder,” I heard Lilly say.

James did as he was instructed.

“Alice was beginning to get very tired,” I said, reading aloud.

Nothing happened.

“Alice was beginning to get very tired,” I read again.



Still nothing.

“Mother of Dragons,” said Lilly in tones of exasperation.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER EIGHT




 

I read the first line again and again. I tried reading on. Still nothing happened. I was supposed to be falling. We were supposed to be going back to The Library. Something was seriously amiss. Did this mean I was no longer Keeper?

“I was afraid of this,” said Fis.

“Might have said something sooner,” snapped Lilly.

“Would it have helped?” asked Fis.

“Maybe,” said Lilly. “So what’s happened? Has she lost her power?”

“I don’t think so,” said Fis cautiously. “It is the Mnemot.”

“Mnemot?” I asked.

“The memory demon,” explained James. “And I think in your case, a particularly nasty one.”

“I fear that as long as this creature walks this plane, you will never be fully restored,” said Fis. “Not your memories, not your powers.”

“Then why not track it down?” asked Lilly. “Surely that would have been better than having churro boy follow us around for weeks on end.”

“We tried,” said James sadly. “But without knowing where it crossed over into our world, there is no way of finding it. Trust me, we searched high and low. There is nothing we can do.”

“Nothing?” I said, feeling distress build in my chest. As little as I wanted to get back to my chaotic life as Keeper, I remembered enough to know how important it was that I was in The Library. Now that I was hearing that I could not go back, might never go back, it was almost more than I could bear.

“Not nothing,” said Lilly. She had a haunted look in her eye.

“Oh?” inquired Fis.

“I know where the demon came through,” she said.

“How could you possibly know that?” asked Fis. “It might have been hundreds of years ago and on another continent.”

“It might have been, but it wasn’t. Because I was the one who let it in.”




***




We closed the bookshop door and Fis opened it again to reveal an empty road. Parked up to one side was Lilly’s car. It was dark now, and the other market-dwellers had gone.

“I am sure that if you just described the place to me that I would be able to find it,” said Fis. “The bookshop's powers of-”

“I doubt that very much,” said Lilly. “We made sure of that. We made sure we could not be found.”

Fis closed the door behind us and the bookshop popped out of existence, leaving behind a slight breeze.

“I’m sorry about the mess,” said Lilly, unlocking her car and inviting the others to get in.

In all the times Lilly has driven me around, it had always just been the two of us. It felt strangely cramped with the pair of dimensional-wizards in the back. 

Fis looked especially grumpy. “There is a very good reason why I choose to travel by bookshop, Miss Bennett,” he said. “You know that this vehicle of yours runs on explosions, don’t you? Like actual explosions. It is a wonder we aren’t caught up in it all.”

“It’s normal here. Everyone drives them,” explained James.

“You are doing little to endear me to your countrymen, apprentice,” said Fis. “This is a silly world and it is little wonder that you all want to get out of it as soon as possible.”

“I like my world,” I found myself saying earnestly. “We all do. We just want to keep it safe.”

“Yes,” said Fis. “Quite. I’m sure it is charming in its own way.”

We drove on in silence for a time. I watched the street lamps come and go and remembered how I used to try and read by them during night time journeys when I was a kid.

Lilly broke the silence. When she spoke, it seemed that she was talking more to herself than any of us. “We used to get the bus to Clyde Road and then walk the rest of the way.” It was as if her mind were some place distant, wandering the halls of memory.

It wasn’t long before the car stopped and Lilly cut the engine. I hadn’t been keeping track of exactly where we were going, but we hadn’t gone far. I thought we were just a little way out of town. There wasn’t much light out this way, no houses or street lamps, but I could vaguely make out some kind of wilderness of grass and trees.

“I think this is the spot,” said Lilly. “We didn’t really come here at night very often, and everything seems so different.”

“Do you mean that you used to come here with Darcy?” I asked.

“Yeah,” said Lilly flatly. 

I didn’t quite understand her manner, and I was beginning to wonder if something dreadful had happened to the messy haired boy who I still only seemed to vaguely recall. There was something in my memory to do with him and about water, lots and lots of water.

We stumbled along an overgrown path, criss-crossed by low-hanging branches, our way inadequately illuminated by the lights of Lilly’s cell phone and mine. It was the sort of path you would only really know was there if you had a hand in making it, and even so, Lilly had to stop in several places to find her bearings. As even the most distant hints of dusk faded away, we pressed further into the woods. Soon the stars were completely covered by armies of unseen trees marching overhead.

Lilly stopped and stooped down, making an incoherent grunting sound. “I thought it was much further than this,” said Lilly. “Come on, it’s just off the path.”

We had hardly walked another ten feet before Lilly stooped again. “Hold this,” she said, passing her phone to James. He took it and we watched as Lilly fumbled for something on the ground. Her hands clasped around something unseen in the foliage and she pulled hard. To my eyes, it looked like she had lifted up a part of the forest floor, but it soon became apparent that what she was lifting was regular in shape. “Give me a hand,” she said to me over her shoulder. 

Not knowing quite what I was getting myself into, I approached and took hold where Lilly indicated. Now that I was closer, I could see that it was a sheet of plastic, the sort that real estate agents and politicians used to advertise their creepy smiles and cunning plans.

Lilly knelt down again, seeming to plunge her face into darkness. Moments later, a light flickered and her face was cast in a dance of shadow and light. She smiled. “They still work. Did not expect that.”

“Are those fairy lights?” I asked.

“Installed them myself,” said Lilly.

“Is that a ladder?” asked Fis cautiously as he peered down the now illuminated tunnel. “We aren’t going down there, are we?”

“You can stay out here,” said Lilly. “But if you want to do something about the Mnemot’s portal, you better come along.” With that, she turned around and started her decent.

There was something haunted in Lilly’s manner. At first glance she might have appeared calm, but I could tell that this was a false calm. My friend needed me more than ever right now.

“It’s not so far down,” I said, following after Lilly.

James did not look at all certain, but he was determined. Fis, on the other hand, had an expression on his face that implied we had just dished up mud from the garden and asked him to eat it. To his credit, he still followed after.

While the decent was not long, I was surprised to see how roomy it was in this random tunnel in the wilderness. The fairy lights kind of cast the scene as a mystical forest, which was charming, if a little spooky.

“Can you believe we carved out this whole place over a single summer?” asked Lilly, the joy of recollection in her countenance. “I have no idea how. I hooked the lights up to a couple of solar panels outside in the trees. Honestly, I’m surprised they still work.”

I could have easily mistaken this for a cheery Lilly, but for the slight edge to her voice. She was doing her best to appear happy, that much was clear. 

Lilly lead us on, but was moving slowly. She paused by a cork-board covered in Polaroids. I stepped behind her, seeing that the photos were almost all of Lilly and a messy haired, grim looking boy. She looked so much younger, and in most of the photos she was utterly smothering the boy who I now recognized as Darcy.

Lilly touched a forefinger to a gap in the photos. “One missing,” she said to herself. “I hadn’t realized he had come back here.” There was a waver in her voice now. 

I put a hand on her shoulder. “Lilly,” I said.

“And now he is dead,” she said flatly, dismissively, coldly.

The truth of the comment hit me like a tonne of bricks. “What do you mean?” I asked haltingly.

“Carked it, deceased, no more. I knew you were having some memory problems, but I didn’t know I had to explain what dead was,” snapped Lilly.

“How can you be sure?”

“He knew what he was doing. Swept away by the seas of Baast.”

“I am sorry,” ventured James. “It is true. My grandfather told me of this boy. He perished in the battle with the Aeorankin titan they call Havsand.”

“Shoot,” said Lilly, tears no longer able to be suppressed.

I found tears welling up in my eyes too. I knew this boy. I knew I knew this boy. And now he was gone.

“We should keep moving,” said Lilly, pulling herself together in that way that only people on the very edge can manage. “It’s not far.”

I did my best to try and focus on where we were, but it was hard to concentrate. The boy in the photos, Darcy, was he really just no-more? Vanished from existence? Surely he was still drifting in the multiverse somewhere. He had done that before, hadn’t he?

I tried to focus on what was around me. Drawing my attention to the ceiling, I saw that we were not in a tunnel as I had first thought, but a trench. The ceiling was lined with more real estate agents and smiling politicians. Presumably, they too were covered over with dirt and foliage. The signs, not the politicians. Though you never could be sure.

We rounded a corner and were immediately illuminated by a dense light, dark and dancing. We had come to what seemed like the main room of this hideout. There was a table covered in maps and scribblings, several old chairs, and one or two long since forsaken� plant pots. It looked like the place had been abandoned in a hurry, and it wasn’t hard to see why.

Flickering against the back wall was the source of the unnatural light that danced and mingled with the fairy lights. It was a swirling darkness, distorting the surrounding space. Random objects seemed to be halfway pulled into the portal where they twitched and twisted on the edge of this reality.

“That’s where it came through,” said Lilly.

“You invited it in?” asked Fis.

“I couldn’t bear the thought of it suffering,” said Lilly. “Darcy didn’t want to. If I had known it was as old as it was, as powerful as it was…”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“A Mnemot is formed from a child lost in the woods,” explained James. “In a way, it is a manifestation of the intense despair of feeling forgotten about. They are almost always angry spirits, but their mischief is limited to stealing small parts of people’s memories: the face of a loved one, the location of a lost key, or a treasured memory.”

“This one stole my life,” said Lilly.

“And now mine too,” I said.

“It must have been ancient indeed, and possibly not fully human to begin with,” said Fis. “It was a kind hearted thing you did, Miss Bennett. Most people will just go on ignoring the miserable souls for all eternity.”

We stood in silence for a moment. I could have sworn that some of that ancient child’s despair was leaking out of the portal and filling the room. It depressed my already frail spirits.

James coughed.

“This place is making me feel weird,” said Lilly, giving voice to my discomfort.

“Maybe we should summon the Mnemot and get it over with?” I suggested. I felt my stomach churn and realized that there was a large part of me that was afraid of all my memories returning, of becoming Keeper again.

“Agreed,” said James.

“Got my vote,” said Lilly. “This thing has really messed up my life and I want it gone.”

“Fis?” I asked.

“Ah, yes,” said Fis, glancing rapidly about the room, his eyes lingering especially on the room’s uppermost corners.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Hmm,” said Fis. “You see, the thing is, well, the Mnemot, that is to say-”

“What?” snapped Lilly.

“It’s already here.”


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER NINE




 

“Hand me the chalk,” snapped Fis.

James scrambled in a side pouch and produced a short stick of chalk, which he handed to Fis.

“So we scare it off by teaching it algebra?” asked Lilly.

There was definitely movement in the room now. Even I could see. The shadows were crawling about, shifting, changing, watching.

“In a manner,” said Fis, dropping to the ground and scribbling rapidly. “In order to banish the demon, we must first bridge the language barrier using symbols of universal communication. Let’s just hope this thing didn’t exist in the time before language.”

A shadow leaped from one wall and landed on the one opposite.

“Fis!” said James urgently. “What happens if we are touched by the Mnemot’s projections?”

“Not sure,” said Fis, trying to hide his concentration. “But, I mean, it’s just a guess, but I would suppose memory loss is on the cards.”

Another shadow leaped across the room, this time it was larger, as if the creature was getting stronger.

“I see,” said James.

“This would all be going a lot smoother if your floor had been properly boarded,” said Fis. “Have you ever tried to draw delicate alchemical symbols in the dust using only common chalk?”

“Will this take long?” I asked, ducking at an oncoming shadow, my heart pounding. This one didn’t leap like the others, but stopped right before me, as if examining me.

“Shouldn’t do,” said Fis. “I am almost done. If this is going to work, then there isn’t much that my fussing can accomplish.”

Moments later, James was helping the wizard back to his feet. 

“Now, things might get a bit wild in here,” said Fis.

“Wilder than at present?” asked Lilly. “Perhaps we should just leave.”

“Don’t you dare,” said Fis steadily, his focus back on the shadows of the room. He then began to chant, his voice shifting down a few octaves.




Errant in silvis?

Quid promissum daemonium?

In vadum gravis?

Est quod volebat?




The shadows were literally thrashing now, knocking over what little furniture there was in the room. There was a short sharp screech and for an instant the shadowy figure of a man appeared, before fading once more, thrashing, thrashing. The hairs on the back of my neck were charged, and I had the sudden urge to run.




Nonne pater clamas?

Nonne mater vidas?

Nonne sponte areat?

Ethoc est quod quisque volebat?




The creature formed again, standing right before the portal. It was both like a man, and unlike at the same time. Its limbs were long, and its face featureless. The shadows were condensing into it now as it became more and more solid. Whatever was happening to the Mnemot, it seemed distressed, and did not seem like it could fully focus on us.




Nunc enim quod meruit

Nemo vult te

Morietur solus

Quod est bonum

Est optimum ad

Morietur solus




And now it was fully formed, like a solid shadow, spiny protrusions erupting from its back, its face nothing but a toothy maw. It regarded us with a look that I could not comprehend.

“Now what?” I asked.

“We just hope it speaks Latin,” said Lilly.

“Very poor Latin too, I’m afraid,” said Fis.

There was a moment of silence followed by a terrible screech as the Mnemot jumped towards us. Fis immediately took up the incantation again, sending the spirit into another fit of thrashing. Whatever Fis was saying, it was painful for the Mnemot to hear. It screamed at us one last time, and then bounded into the portal, into the shadow realm from where it drew power.

“Close it, quickly,” said Fis.

James was already moving, his staff held high. He thrust the end of it into the center of the portal, ripples of energy pulsating from its point. The darklight portal began to destabilize and flicker, before finally sealing off. Objects that had been half bound by the portal clattered to the ground, including a framed picture of a girl who I recognised as Darcy’s sister.

It was over. The Mnemot was finally gone from our world. I cast my mind back into my past, searching for the memories that should be there. I felt everyone’s eyes on me as they waited to hear whether our endeavor had paid off.

“Guys,” I said. “I don’t think it-”

And then it began. Memory after memory flooded into my mind, full and undimmed. It was like I was living my life in fast forward, from when I first picked up the key to the most wonderful library that ever there was untill the present moment. The adventures, the people, the victories, and the losses. All of them played out in my mind’s eye. I lost all sense of the world around me, dimly aware that I had fallen to my knees, dimly aware that I was screaming.

The reality of the lives I had touched reached me at the same time as the reality of the lives that had been lost, the dozens of worlds that had been ruined by the schemes of Vicious, and the countless more that had been devoured by Aeoran, the World Snake. It was wonderful and painful at the same time. There was something about the process that was filling me with urgency, with energy, with more fight than I had ever been able to muster before. I was Keeper of The Library. The fate of the multiverse was in my hands alone, either I gathered the power to defeat the forces of chaos, or existence itself would collapse. There was no other option. I had to win.

I would win.

Feeling elated and strong, I stopped screaming. For a moment, I was still kneeling on the dusty ground. Slowly, I got to my feet. My companions were looking at me with concern and astonishment.

I smiled. “It is time that we returned to The Library.”


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TEN




 

Falling into the pages was traumatic. As surreal as the fall into The Library always was, this fall was on another level. The multiverse, after all, was falling to pieces, and The Library represented the place where all places coalesced into one. 

Wind whipped at my face as I twisted, turned, dodged and slammed into spiraling debris. The seemingly empty darkness encased a plethora of unseen dangers, each a silent tragedy waiting to happen. 

I heard a scream to my right. “Lilly!” I called, or at least I tried to call, but here in the windless nothingness, my voice fell flat. I strained my neck to look over my shoulder, but could see only cutting pages ripping through the expanse. My friends might have been there, or they might have been cut to pieces. I had no way of knowing.

Setting my eyes on the anchoring light ahead, I tried to focus on my own decent, my own fall, lest I plummet and perish in this very real vortex of chaos.

The whole void began to shudder as I reached the precipice. The light ahead took on a grayish tone, and then, screaming a silent scream, I rocketed through, landing with a thud onto a pile of something soft. Grey ash erupted around me, clouding my view of what should have been rows and rows of the inter-dimensional portals we know as books.

Two more thuds to my left, and the ash rose up again.

“Lilly!” I called.

There was coughing. “Alive,” groaned Lilly. “What was all that about?”

“I don’t know,” I said, peering through the settling ash, dreading what I was about to see.

“This is not what I imagined,” said James. He too was covered in ash.

Gingerly, I stepped out of our ash cloud and into a wasteland. There was nothing but an ashy desert for as far as I could see. No shelves, no books, just destruction. “How can this be?” I said. My mouth was dry, and my voice cracked.

“It must have been a monster or a blaze,” said James.

Tears began to gather behind my eyes as I remembered all the other times I had come here, come to my refuge, my escape. Where were the vines? Where were the nooks? Where was the Librarian? By rights, she should have bounded up from some distant place, knuckles to the ground. ‘I’ve been looking all over for you,’ she would say in that thick accent of hers.

But there was nothing here.

“Alex,” said Lilly, placing one hand on my shoulder. “We should go.”

“Go?” I asked, carefully, loss turning to anger in my heart. “And where exactly should we go, Lilly?” I demanded. “Onward? Backward? It’s all the same, Lilly! They have destroyed it all. It’s all gone.”

Lilly’s lip quivered. “We have to try,” she said.

Guilt flooded me, and I turned away.

There was a tense silence, broken by the unexpected voice of James. “It can’t be all nothing,” said James. “My grandfather is here somewhere.”

“You were in contact with him?” I asked, trying to keep by breath even.

“Yes,” said James. “That is to say, we were in contact with him. Fis was in contact with him, but we haven’t heard from him in a while.”

“Right,” I said.

“But it was definitely after the fire. If I understood his letter-”

“Letter?” asked Lilly.

“I only know him through letters. Fis has been delivering letters to me since I was old enough to read. It was very confusing when I realized that the grandfather in the antiques store and the one in the letters were the same person. I had to keep it to myself, though.”

“Do you have any way of knowing where to find him?” I asked.

James just shrugged.

Lilly started, shocked by something out in the wastes. “Was that always there?” she asked, pointing.

I looked in the direction, and saw, standing in a sea of gray, a golem. I took a step towards it. The golem was one of the golems that Elaine had used when she first tried to seize power over everything in the multiverse. That was back when Elaine and Vicious were one person, one complicated, flawed, human girl. 

This golem had always creeped me out. It was left here after Elaine’s assault, and the Librarian thought it fitting as an ornament.

“Pretty tough to survive a fire of this intensity,” said James.

“I feel like it’s looking at me,” said Lilly. “I swear it wasn’t standing there a moment ago.”

I frowned. I hadn’t seen the golem either, but was not yet willing to believe that it suddenly appeared. I was upset. Perhaps I just missed it?

The golem’s eyes sprung to life in a soft purple glow.

The hairs stood up on the back of my neck, and we all took an involuntary step back.

“Sheesh,” said Lilly. “Wasn’t expecting that!”

“No,” I said. The golem was supposed to be dormant, supposed to be no more than a hollow stone shell. What was going on?

The golem took a step forward. “Lilly?” it said, its voice as lyrical as a crypt.

Lilly’s face drained of blood and her lips parted. “No,” she said.

“What?” I asked, my heart racing now.

“No, it can’t be,” affirmed Lilly. She was shaking now. I had never seen her like this before.

“Lilly! What is it?”

“It’s me,” said the golem, its voice hollow and empty. “It’s Darcy.”

“No!” shouted Lilly. “I said no, and I mean no!”

“I thought you died,” said James. “Merlin said you died.”

“I-” started the golem. “I am dead.”

“Are you?” asked Lilly angrily, sarcastically. “Because I can’t take this anymore!”

“My soul has been bound to-”

“I don’t want to hear it!” Lilly stormed up to the golem. “Now you are dead, now you are alive, now I don’t remember you, now I fall apart without you. I can’t take it!”

“Lilly,” I said in a vain effort to comfort her.

She whacked a fist into the golem’s stony chest, wincing in pain as her soft human flesh thudded into the solid rock of the golem. Curling up her nose, she punched him again with her other fist. Her expression then twisted and contorted, and she fell into Darcy’s arms, weeping. Darcy closed his massive arms around her, bowing his head, his face utterly expressionless and yet somehow conveying great pain.

James and I just stood there, as waves of grief issued from Lilly’s heart.

“Fascinating,” said James after a while.

My head snapped his way, utterly baffled by his comment.

“I didn’t think this sort of thing was possible,” he explained. “My grandfather must have actually found your real soul in the afterlife, not some echo from an ancient book, but your real soul. It was his work, was it not?”

Darcy looked at the boy.

“He means Mr. O’Connor,” I said. “This is his grandson, James.”

“Pleasure to meet you,” said Darcy. “But no, this was not your grandfather’s doing. I was restored by Elaine.”

“Oh,” said James, somewhat crestfallen.

My heart skipped a beat at the mention of that name, but I quickly recovered. “We were hoping to find him,” I said. “And the Librarian,” I added, almost afraid to ask after her lest the truth was too much to bear.

“Come,” said Darcy. “It is not safe out here in the wastes.”

“But the Librarian?” I asked. Why wouldn’t he just say?

“She is alive,” said Darcy.

His tone was impossible to read, but it sent my heart into a spin of hope and despair. All I knew was that I needed to be by her side and soon.

Darcy wiped a tear from Lilly’s face with a massive cold finger.

“We mustn’t linger,” he said.

Lilly nodded and pulled away from the monster that was once her lost love.




***




As we wandered the endless gray expanse, I began to notice that the fire was not uniform in its destruction. The desert gave way to skeletal forests of burnt out bookshelves. Soon, they were towering over us, always threatening to collapse.

Darcy was silent as he strode through the ash, leaving massive footprints in his wake. I didn’t know how to feel towards him and didn’t quite believe that this was really Darcy. I mean, I didn’t think he meant any harm, but how could that boy I knew with that scruffy hair and grim expression be this ghost? This haunted statue?

I tried not to think about it.

“So this used to all be books,” James whispered to me as we walked. “It must have been marvelous to behold.”

“It was,” I said, my tone even. James seemed to have trouble picking up on other people's emotions.

“We are going to have our work cut out for us if we are to restore this place,” said the boy.

I didn’t really feel like replying to that comment.

“That’s odd,” he then said. 

Unlike with his previous attempts at conversation, there was something in James’ tone that made me turn.

There, quite far off in the distance, was a glowing shape. It was drifting through the destruction, weaving from shelf to shelf.

“Do not look at it,” said Darcy flatly.

“What is it?” I asked.

“As I said, the wastes are dangerous. Those wisps are the worst of all.”

“Right,” I said, pulling my attention reluctantly away from the strange apparition.

Our journey through the endless gray seemed to take hours. I was dimly aware of my anxiety around getting home in time for dinner. I knew it was silly, knew that I would be lucky if my world even survived the week, and yet I couldn’t help but feel those strange, almost alien concerns move through my nervous system. The thought made me smile incongruently.

“I see something,” said Lilly. It was the first she had spoken since she collapsed into Darcy’s embrace. She seemed delicate.

“The oasis,” said Darcy.

In the distance, I could just make out a splash of color and light breaking up the monotony. 

“Saved from the fire?” asked James.

“Yes,” said Darcy grimly. “For now.”

As we got closer, I started to get an appreciation for just how vast this oasis was. Within its boarders, The Library I had known so well seemed to have been preserved. Towering shelves, patches of greenery, stairs curling up into the sky. This all should have made me happy, but only served to remind me of all that was lost.

It soon became apparent that there were people moving about beneath the shelves. Structures had been built with whatever could be found, makeshift shelters for whoever it was that had wound up here, in the center of all things.

“Who are they?” I asked.

“Refugees,” said Darcy. “Do not be frightened.”

As much as I wanted to say that I wasn’t frightened, it simply wasn’t true. People weren’t supposed to be in a place like this. It went against the very spirit of The Library. Though it felt wrong, I could see that these people had suffered. As we crossed from the ashy wastes into onto the burgundy tiles of The Library, several of these people looked up at me, curious and afraid. They were not all human beings, and most of them belonged to worlds I had never visited before. It was an eclectic mix of survivors, waiting for the end of time.

I searched rapidly, looking for some sign of the Librarian. I didn’t know what I expected, but distress was taking hold of me. There were crowds of people, but no Librarian. The one person I needed to see, and she was nowhere to be found. Was she sick? Was she dying? Lying in some nook somewhere, her lungs blackened with ash and her breathing shallow? I couldn’t do this alone. I needed her.

There was a thud as a massive shape fell from some bookshelf high above.

“What I tell you, yer naughty varlets!” boomed a Scottish voice. 

There was a group of creatures that looked like otters, only they were dressed in clothes and playing with wooden swords as they danced among the books.

“Yer not to climb up near the books! What if something were to happen to ye? Or worse, the books?!” she continued.

My heart swelled. “Librarian?” I ventured.

The eight-foot gorilla turned about faster than anything of that size really had the right. Her eyes landed on me, unbelieving, and her expression morphed into a gargantuan grin.

“Oh my,” she said.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN




 

I soon discovered that receiving a bear hug from a gorilla is a crushing experience.

“You are actually here!” said the Librarian.

I tried to reply, but was having difficulty getting enough oxygen.

“How is it possible? I thought you were lost forever! And I have to say, I was not looking forward to trying to train a new Keeper during all of this. Not saying that’s the reason I’m happy to see you of course.”

“Grghgr,” I ventured.

“I didn’t quite hear you, love. Poor thing, have you had a long journey?”

“You are crushing me,” I managed.

“Crushing?” puzzled the Librarian. “Oh gracious, I am sorry. I forget how very small you are. Goodness, you are covered in soot. Head to toe.”

I looked at the Librarian sheepishly, half expecting her to tell me off for traipsing the ash into The Library.

“Oh, I am so happy to see you,” exploded the Librarian. Then she started to cry.

“It’s alright,” I said.

“I just thought that - and with The Library in the state it is - I have help but -”

“I’m here now,” I said. “And happy to see you up and about. I had feared for the worst.”

“Afraid for me?” asked the Librarian, baffled. “I’m made of tougher stuff than all that,” she said defensively. “Not about to slip away, not just yet.”

“That’s very good to hear,” I said. “I can’t do this alone.”

The Librarian’s expression dropped a little at that comment, but she rallied. “Right you are,” she said, putting on her best keep calm and carry on face. “I see you have met with our newest abomination unto nature,” she said, smirking at Darcy.

Lilly looked confused at this remark. I think Darcy looked sad, but it was just so hard to tell.

“Just glad to have him back,” said Lilly, hugging the statue. It did not look comfortable.

“And who might this be?” asked the Librarian, looking at James with some disdain.

“Hello, Miss,” said James. “James, Miss.”

“Miss, is it?” asked the Librarian.

“I’m Mr. O’Connor’s grandson,” said James.

“He’s the reason we got our memories back,” I explained.

James blushed at this. “I didn’t do much,” he said.

“Didn’t do much?” asked the Librarian. “Only restored the senses to the greatest Keeper this library has ever known right at the multiverse’s hour of most need. Young man, if we were the sorts to give out medals, why, we would owe you several, to be sure.”

James didn’t seem to know what to say to that.

“He also stalked us,” said Lilly. “And did a very good job of it too, I might add. He should get something for that.”

I noticed Darcy glance at James. James withered under that un-dead stare. 

Being a statue somehow made Darcy even more Darcy-like.

“My grandfather,” ventured James, “he stopped replying to my letters.”

The Librarian’s expression fell once more. “I think you had better come with me, lad,” she said.

We followed her further into the oasis. There were hundreds of people here, perhaps thousands, all doing their best to try and get on with living in the face of imminent and absolute destruction. Somehow, they managed to find moments to laugh, to gossip, even to sing. But it was clearly not all cheer. There were small hints here and there: a father comforting his son, a mother limping on a damaged leg, a child seemingly alone of all his species trying to fit in with some human kids.

Towering overhead were rows and rows of books. Perhaps the last books in all the multiverse. They were precious, more precious than any books ever were before. The refugees were respectful around the books, the Librarian had seen to that, but I could sense the underlining tension between the people trying to live beneath these shelves, and the books that needed to be preserved at all cost.

“Just through here,” said the Librarian as she ushered us into a makeshift tent. 

Ducking inside, it took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the dim light. 

The Librarian moved softly towards a lounger where a figure was lying slightly propped up. “You have some visitors,” she said. “Alex is here, and Lilly. And there is another with them who says he is your grandson.”

“James?” croaked a voice as thin as paper and as dry as the ashen wastes. “My boy. Let me see you.”

Mr. O’Connor beckoned with a bony finger. He looked so frail, like he might just dissolve into nothing with the faintest breeze. Never before had I seen a face so wrinkled and worn.

“Grandfather,” said James as he approached. He fell to one knee, taking the old man’s hand. “What has happened to you?”

Mr. O’Connor began to laugh. It was a labored, genuine laugh, which soon dissolved into a bout of coughing. “Everything has happened to me,” he said at last. “That, my boy, is part of the problem.”

“He is very old, child,” said the Librarian kindly. “Most humans don’t live so long as he has.”

“This damn body is finally letting me down. Darcy there gets all the luck. Never could get the right friends in high places. Or was it the lower places, eh Darcy?”

Darcy did not move.

“Alex and Lilly,” Mr. O’Connor then said, looking at us with clouded eyes. “It seems like just yesterday that I hosted you at Camelot. Those were the days. You know, I actually convinced them all that my name was Merlin. Imagine that! Just glad I never ran into the real Merlin.”

“He is not quite what you would expect,” I said, recalling the time I encountered King Arthur’s most tolerated wizard.

“Met him, did you? Shouldn’t be surprised.” Mr. O’Connor spoke quickly, but breathlessly. It was like he wanted to say as much as he could before he was finally silent forever.

Light erupted from behind us as the curtain to the tent opened and then closed. An imposing figure stepped in. It took me a moment to realize they had wings.

“Librarian, we have matters to discuss,” said the figure, seemingly unaware that anyone else was present in the tent.

“Can it wait a moment?” asked the Librarian. “Our Keeper is back, and she hasn’t even had a cup of tea yet.”

The figure deigned to look on me. Her gaze was cold and judging. “Hello, Alex. Good to see that you are not dead.”

It was then that I realized who had just walked in.

“Mary?” I asked, recalling the little girl who had been possessed by a death god. I remembered that we saved her world, but when we left her, well, she was not in a good way. This woman was an adult, perhaps in her mid-thirties.

“The same,” said Mary before turning to the Librarian. “Now, these matters. I believe they are of greater import than-” she curled up the corner of her lip - “tea.”

“Interesting,” croaked a voice. 

The sound took me off guard, and I found myself gasping.

“What on earth is that?” asked Lilly, pointing to a glass jar around Mary’s neck. It was not large, and it looked like there was some creature inside.

“Don’t you recognize me?” croaked the creature.

I stepped close, peering into the jar. It was dark and difficult to make out what I was looking at.

“I will ask you not to tap the glass,” said the creature.

“Tap it all you like,” grunted Mary.

“Kuyr?” I asked. “You captured him?”

“Indeed,” said Mary. “He has difficulty destroying worlds when he is a jar. I keep a close eye on him.”

“And your wings?” I asked.

“Let’s just say that while Kuyr may be bottled up, his power isn’t going to waste,” she said.

“You are a death god?” Lilly asked Mary.

“Not another one,” said Mr. O’Connor.

“Please,” said James, getting to his feet and putting his arms out in front of his grandfather, as if to shield him from Mary. “Don’t take him.”

“I’m not interested in the stupid old man,” said Mary with a snort. “In case you hadn’t noticed, children, existence is on a knife edge. We do not have time for frivolity.”

“Might as well all be over if we have no time for frivolity,” muttered Lilly. “Frivolity is my new word,” she added.

Mary set her lips and looked like she was about to hit someone.

“Frivolity,” said Lilly again. Defiantly.

Fortunately for Lilly, Mary was prevented from responding by the entrance of a halfling. He was dressed all in green and was completely out of breath.

“Deesel? What’s the matter?” asked the Librarian. 

“It’s my brother, sir,” struggled the halfling. “He has gone out into the wastes. Said he wanted to find our homeland. I tried to tell him, I tried to say that our world is gone but-”

Mary cursed.

“How long does he have?” asked the Librarian.

“Alone?” asked Mary. “Not long.” The death god rounded on the refugee, menacing and terrible. “I gave the order that questing was to cease,” she growled.

“I tried to stop him,” started the Deesel, but trailed off in wake of the frightening sight that was Mary.

“Looks like I have an errand to run,” said Mary, turning back and fixing her eyes on me. “Coming, Keeper?” she asked with a derisive snarl.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWELVE




 

“Yes,” said the Librarian. “I know that you are the Keeper, and that is precisely why I don’t think you should go. It is not safe out in the wastes.”

I was doing my best to pack the satchel that Mary had shoved into my chest with all the supplies the death god deemed necessary. I didn’t get what her problem was. Mary seemed actively hostile towards me, and apparently only wanted me to come along on her mission into the ashy wilderness for the purpose of humiliating me. Well, I wasn’t going to let her.

“I’ll be fine,” I said. “I don’t understand what the big deal is, though. I have wandered The Library many times.”

“A lot has changed since the fire, Keeper. There are things lurking here that are older even than me, almost as old as The Library itself.”

“The wisp,” I said, recalling the soft glowing light we had seen on our way to the oasis.

“More than a wisp, and far, far worse,” said the Librarian.

“What is it?” I asked, taken aback by the Librarian’s manner.

“To tell the truth, I don’t rightly know. They have a purpose of their own, which has always remained a mystery to me. Like Aeoran, they serve a function in the balance of creation, but that function is not necessarily benevolent, and is sometimes outright vicious.”

“Vicious,” I said.

“Poor choice of words,” said the Librarian apologetically, “but I challenge even her to match the wisps in their treachery. They are spirits, you know. I found that much out. Of what creatures, I know not.”

“Have they appeared before?” I asked.

“Once or twice when The Library was in real danger. They are an omen of ill fortune. They came when the first Keeper died. That was in the time when Keepers were made by the void, not chosen from the multiverse. Aeoran came at that time too, but that was back before he was the monster that he is now, and the title of the World Snake was merely an epithet.”

“You have never told me of this before,” I said, wondering what else she kept locked in that gorilla head of hers.

“You are right, Keeper. Under normal circumstances, it would have been an ordinary part of your education as Keeper. But you have just been under so much pressure, and I didn’t think the library spirits were worth worrying about until they actually appeared.” The Librarian sighed. “A shame I did not warn the refugees, though.”

“No?”

“Dozens of adventurers were lost on so-called quests before I had Mary put a stop to it. Unable to accept the loss of their worlds, they were trekking out into the wilderness in search of some book that might lead them back home. The spirits were not kind to these foolish heroes. Mary was only able to recover the remains of one or two of them.”

“Yikes.”

“See, the spirits whisk them away for gauwd knows what purpose.”

“Huh,” I said. I finished packing up my bag and slung it over one shoulder. 

The Librarian didn’t look impressed. “You see then why I don’t think you should go? The Library needs the Keeper with all the skin still on her bones.”

“The Library needs the Keeper to do her job,” I said, a little too sharply. “Look, this is just something that I have to do.”

At that moment, Lilly arrived at my side, Darcy lurking behind her. “I can go too, Mrs. Gorilla,” she said. “The ghosts can have my bones.”

Darcy made an incoherent sound at that suggestion, followed up shortly after by a plea. “Please stay,” he rasped.

Lilly turned and regarded the stone man. “Oh?” she said.

“I need you,” he added.

“Well, well, well,” said Lilly. “I never thought I’d see the day that Darcy Knight admitted to needing someone. Has our hero fallen?”

“Many, many times,” said Darcy, his voice as dry as a desert and as deep as a cavern. “But I shall fall no more. I will not leave you again, Miss Bennett.”

“I’m Miss Bennett now, am I?” asked Lilly, tears in her eyes once more. “I’ve always liked you,” she said, stepping over to her statue of a man and planting a kiss on his cheek."

“I wish I could feel that,” said Darcy.




***




Mary was silent for the first leg of our journey. Based on the halfling’s report, his brother had made for a region that had been nicknamed Yelek’s Peak. It was described by the refugees as a mountain of sorts, but was in fact an intact part of The Library’s structure that had been so covered in ash, that it did indeed resemble a mountain. 

After about a half hour, Mary started to slow. “We are approaching The Library’s heart,” she said in a harsh whisper, flexing her tattered wings as if she wanted to take flight.

I looked about for the glow that was so familiar to me, but could see nothing but ash and ruin. A small wind howled among the dead shelves. “I don’t see it,” I said, puzzled.

“We will be avoiding it, if we can,” said Mary. “It is a haunted place, and the spirits lurk there in numbers. The common folk say they have heard screams of agony from that locale. They believe that the un-purged souls of the dead remain within.”

“That can’t be right,” I said. 

Mary shrugged. “It is what they say.”

We walked on for another mile or so. Sometimes the world opened up into desert, and sometimes it huddled close with decayed shelving, scorched and ruined. At last we came to a canyon, like to those I had seen in The Library before the fire.

“This is not good,” growled Mary.

“We can’t fly over?” I asked, unsure if the suggestion was appropriate, and blushing somewhat.

Mary considered this. “Ordinarily, I would agree,” she said, to my relief. “But I am growing uneasy. We have not yet seen a single spirit. Usually they drift here and there, always moving. But today? Empty. I don’t like it. This canyon was not here before, and I don’t like that either. We may be being led into a trap, Keeper. All the same, I would prefer not to fly unless necessary. It is possible that we haven’t been seen. If that is true, then it is best that we keep it that way.”

Though it was charred, I thought I recognised this as the canyon where the cliff-hangers were stored. There didn’t seem to be any left.

“So we go around?” I suggested.

Mary nodded. “You may yet see the Heart again, after all.”

We turned back the way we had come and continued for another ten minutes before veering off the path, presumable towards the piece of the void that held this place together.

“There it is,” said Mary after a time. 

I looked ahead, but could see no sign of that characteristic blue. Then my eyes fell on it. Spinning slowly, the Heart of The Library was hardly more luminescent than its surrounds. Every so often, a fork of white lightening crawled across its surface.

“W-what happened?” I stuttered.

“Things are not well, Keeper,” said Mary. “This is how I found it after the fires died away.”

“It used to be blue,” I said. “Blue as the sky, but more radiant than anything I had ever seen. Its light used to color everything around. Now look at it.”

“As I say, haunted. Though, I note the spirits are absent from here too. I don’t like it.”

We turned away from the heart, not needing to come any closer, and, for my part, not wanting to see the dreary sight any longer. 

As we walked, the ground started to rise steadily. There were clear tracks where previous adventurers had walked the treacherous path. This made the ash more compact and easier to walk, and yet we frequently found patches we needed to wade through. Mary jumped right over a couple of them, using her un-dead wings to glide further than she would have been able to otherwise.

“If you had wings, you wouldn’t have such mucky feet,” said Kuyr after one such ashy patch. “Cut you a deal?”

“I warned you,” said Mary to her captive, and he was silent again once more.

The trek was long and arduous, and I was beginning to think that maybe I should have just left Mary to it after all. Still, I did have some questions about the state of things, and now seemed as good a time as any to inquire. To say that Mary was in a good mood would not be exactly accurate, but she didn’t seem angry with me and that was good enough for now.

“How did they come to be in The Library?” I asked. “The halflings, I mean. And the other refugees.”

“If it were up to me, I would have left them to perish with their worlds.”

“Oh,” I said.

Mary growled at that. “That is not precisely what I mean. What life can they possibly lead in this place, anyway? And it only delays the inevitable.”

“You are here,” I said.

“That I am,” said Mary.

“What life do you have here?”

“Much like the life I have always had. Toil, loss, and restless nights. I was brought here by a friend of yours, you know.”

“A friend?” I asked, my heart jumping.

“I see you know,” said Mary. “The witch, Elaine, dragged me right into the middle of all this. She is the reason the refugees are allowed to stay.”

“Elaine?” I asked carefully.

“You know her power, Keeper. You know what she is capable of. It seems that she caught wind of the great fire. She brought me here to deal with that mess.”

“Oh,” I said, my thoughts spiraling. Why would she bring Mary here and not me? It didn’t make any sense. And where was she now?

“Do not be jealous, Keeper. She was looking for you when she found me. It seems that our connection put me on her radar. She was short on time, saw my potential, and brought me here to captain The Library in your stead. You know that she is capable of breaking in here. Good thing too, or your precious Librarian would have perished in that blaze.”

“But why didn’t she come for me after?” I asked, more speaking to myself than to Mary.

“Perhaps she thought you better suited to suburban life,” snarled Mary.

My stomach turned. I didn’t want to believe that Elaine would willfully leave me like that, and yet a deep part of me knew that that was the best explanation, that this was the truth. She had visited me. I knew she had visited in my dream. But seeing me there, she left me. Was there need for a second rate Keeper when you have a goddess of death on hand?

We took a moment to rest on a low ridge of the ash mountain. Looking back, we had a view that stretched all the way to the splash of color that was the oasis.

“We will not rest long,” said Mary, taking provisions from her pack and stuffing something into her mouth.

Not feeling hungry, I looked back towards our path and saw something that my heart stop.

There, hovering over a minor peak, was a cluster of wisps. 

Hundreds of them.

And they were all staring right at me.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER THIRTEEN




 

“Curses,” said Mary, the corner of her mouth curling into a snarl.

“What do we do?” I asked.

“There are so many of them,” said Mary. “They are not usually clustered like this.”

From where we stood, they looked like little more than a collection of hovering points of light gathered on the gray ash of the hillside. How I knew that they were looking at me, I couldn’t tell. But they were.

“We press on,” said Mary after some consideration. “We know they are there now, which is more than we knew before. We may need to find another way back to the oasis, however, as the trail behind us is being watched.”

We soon reached the approximate location of the lost halfling and began searching for the shelf where his world may have been filed. We didn’t need to find the exact location, just near enough. The halfling wouldn’t be too far from there.

Though there were no more indications that the spirits were near, I began to feel uneasy here on this mountain of destruction. It was a subtle feeling at first, but it soon became distracting. My whole body was screaming for me to run. But how could I when there was still someone out here somewhere and in mortal danger? I decided to communicate my distress to Mary and almost immediately regretted it.

“A funny feeling?” she mocked. “What a luxury it must be to have people in your life who take such things seriously. Word of advice, Keeper. Do not trust these feelings of yours. They are a child’s guide. Put your faith in your judgment, and the firmness of your grip. All else will lead to ruin.”

“She means well,” croaked Kuyr. “Someone hurt her when she was young, and she has never quite gotten over it.”

“I mean it,” spat Mary. “Not enough for you to drown, but not enough for you to breathe. And I can promise you, I am not talking about water. Understood?”

Kuyr fell silent.

I had been Keeper long enough to know that not everyone treated their feelings with the same respect as I did, and I had been adventuring long enough to trust my feelings at times, especially when they were screaming like this. I stayed on my guard.

There were books beneath the ash, many of them just as tarnished as the surrounding shelves. One or two of them had pages enough to be read, but they almost always described a desolate and empty place, the same place. Black as black, a great white snake curling in the unchanging sky. Was not really my kind of reading.

“Keeper!” called Mary as I perused one such book, I closed it, sending a cloud of ash into the air. I coughed uncontrollably.

“Silence, damn it,” hissed Mary. 

I did my best to stifle my cough and crept to the death god’s side.

Right at the end of a long alleyway, a group of the library spirits were gathered. There must have been a dozen of them. They paid no mind to us, but were all focused on the small figure that was sprawled on the floor. One of the spirits was stretching long, dendritic fingers into the halfling’s chest. He was crying out in pain, but no sound issued from his mouth.

I stepped forward, but Mary stopped me.

“He is done,” said Mary. “We must go before they turn on us too. I will retrieve the remains tomorrow, if they are kind enough to leave them.”

“But he is still alive!” I protested.

“And he has my pity,” said Mary. “If I could take his soul without the spirits noticing my presence, I would do so. But alas, he will end his years in agony.”

I shook my head. “Can you lead them off? If they just left him for a moment, then perhaps I could get to him.”

“And do what? Wait for them to come back?”

“I may be able to teleport using library magic,” I said, though I was not at all certain the trick would still work.

“I remember that,” said Kuyr. “Caught me quite off guard to see a human move like that.”

“I know,” I said.

“I don’t like it,” said Mary. “Even in flight, I have difficulty outrunning these damn things. And if I left you, well, Elaine may just dismantle me.”

“She is coming back?” I asked quickly.

“Sooner or later, she will return. She always does.”

“And we will lose no more refugees before her return,” I said decisively.

Mary growled, unfurled her wings, and took to the skies, flying close to where the spirits were huddled. She swooped down on their position before pulling up and rocketing into the sky. She clearly had no desire to have her chest poked around in by the ancient dead.

But, to her surprise and my own, the spirits did not heed her, did not even watch her as she ascended. She tried once more and came away with the same result.

“I don’t understand it,” said Mary as she landed by my side.

Glancing back the way we came, I saw what I dreaded. Another group of spirits had followed us up the path.

“They have our retreat,” said Mary. “No wonder they ignored me.”

I took a deep breath and set my jaw. “Then there is only one thing left to do,” I said.

“Alex,” growled Mary.

“I am the Keeper, after all. Perhaps things will go well for me.”

“It will be suicide,” said Mary, her teeth gritted.

“Maybe,” I said. “But I don’t think so.”

With that, I stepped down the alleyway, stepped towards the dreadful ritual of the spirits.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN




 

My heart was beating hard in my chest as I inched closer toward the terrible sight that was before me. The shadows of the surrounding shelves seemed to loom larger as I approached the sickly radiant lights. Whatever they were doing to that poor creature, they were utterly silent, lending another layer of horror, another reason for my heart to beat right out of my chest.

“Hey!” I said, my voice feeling weak, pointless, small.

One by one, the spirits started to look my way. It was then that I saw their terrible faces. They did not look at all like the dead, as one might expect. Instead, their heads seemed vaguely spherical, though they shifted and changed so frequently that this was not always the case. Their faces were seemingly drawn on, like someone had taken a charred stick and done their best to form two eyes and a drooping mouth. They looked hideous, crooked, and menacing. 

The spirits watched me as I came nearer. The outermost members of their group parted ways to allow me to come forward. I soon became conscious that they were behind me now, blocking off any hope of retreat. This would either work, or I would face the same ghastly fate as Deesel’s brother.

A couple of the spirits did not look my way, but kept their focus on their victim.

“Stop,” I said, my voice distant and shallow. “Leave him be.”

The spirits did not heed me. The halfling turned to face me, stretching his hands out to me, begging for it all to end.

“I said leave him,” I said, putting my whole soul into my voice. It boomed forward like a force of its own, the crusted shelves rustling in its wake. 

The lead spirit looked up, its face twisted and terrible. My heart froze for a moment as I took in the sight. Ancient and deadly, this was a mind that knew nothing of empathy or compassion.

I had just enough time to contemplate the wisdom of my recent decisions, when the lead spirit withdrew his fingers from the halfling’s chest. The halfling gasped for air and tried to crawl away from his dreadful assailant.

I kept my eyes fixed on the lead spirit. It regarded me with cold, unfeeling eyes.

Then, quite suddenly, its face began to morph. Its mouth curled upward into a smile and its eyes softened. Its whole face became a mockery of happiness, a long dead smiley emoji.

I looked about to see that the rest of the spirits had changed their faces likewise.

Had I done it?

There was a growl from back down the alley. I looked back to see that Mary had taken flight near the alleyway’s entrance. It seemed the spirits were not keen on letting her pass.

“I am going to take him and leave,” I said to the spirit. 

The spirit turned, looked at the halfling, and then turned back to me, its expression unchanged.

“Alright?”

There was still no reply. Perhaps they were beyond language? Perhaps they still meant me harm. Regardless, I was at their mercy. I stepped toward the halfling and offered out my hand. He looked like his brother, in green clothes with scraggly hair. He was still in intense distress.

“They are going to let us go,” I said to him with more confidence than I felt. 

The halfling looked at me with wild eyes, acquiescing without speech.

Carefully, I retraced my steps back up the alleyway and toward where Mary stood, arms crossed. At last I reached her, leaving the spirits behind me. I dared not look back at them, lest they change their minds.

Mary was wearing an odd smirk as I joined her. She snorted. “It seems The Library’s Keeper has returned to us after all,” she said, in tones of grudging admiration.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN




 

“It was Vicious who set the fire,” said Mary. She was leaning back in a comfortable pink chair that stood out in stark contrast to the surrounding living space. After returning from our ordeal, she decided it was time she kicked back with a flagon of what looked like it might have been rum.

“She just appeared, set the flame, and then left.”

“But why?” I asked. “If the multiverse collapses, surely she will lose her precious empire too.”

Mary shrugged, poured some of her liquor into a thimble, and began working the cork off of Kuyr’s cage. “She is very chaotic, I take it. I don’t think she really had a plan. Just wanted to see the place she hated burn to the proverbial ground. Probably regretted it in the morning.”

This explanation didn’t quite satisfy me. I had seen what Vicious was capable of, saw the city of Rend. She just didn’t seem to be the sort to throw it all away in a fit of rage. Vindictive I could believe her, but careless? Nevertheless, this explanation was enough for Mary. I only had vague memories of the fire we stepped into once we had fled from Baast. If I closed my eyes and searched my memories, I could smell the terrible smell of burning books, and could see the Librarian curled up on The Library’s floor. It was not a pleasant recollection.

“What happened after Lilly and I returned? The effects of the memory curse seem to be lingering around the time just before and just after it was cast.”

“Well, I couldn’t tell you what happened once you left this place, but I can tell you what happened after you arrived,” said Mary. 

“That would be helpful,” I said.

“As I said, you were not here long. My efforts to control the blaze had not yet born fruit, and I was focused on getting the Librarian to safety. Before Elaine left, she pressed on me the importance of keeping the Librarian alive. I did not know whether that request was personal, or if the Librarian is simply required for this place to run. Nevertheless, I had only just located her when you and your companion appeared before me. You appeared distressed, but otherwise not very different from how you had looked twenty years ago when you helped me banish Kuyr from my mind. Your distress only grew when you saw the state of the Librarian who at that time was still not conscious. We had a disagreement, you and I.”

“Did we?” I asked carefully, wondering vaguely whether Mary still held this against me.

“Ignorant as you were of my powers over life and death, it was only natural for you to believe that the Librarian was safest back in your own world. Given that your world was not at that stage on fire, this was perhaps understandable.”

“You stopped me from taking her?”

“Yes, by force,” said Mary bluntly. “I waited until you had activated your key and were falling into your world. I took that opportunity to seize the Librarian, and ensure that she did not leave The Library, entangled as she is with this ridiculous place.”

“The fire followed us through,” I said distantly. “I don’t remember, but there was a house that burnt to the ground. Lilly saved me, but the police thought that we had set the fire.”

“Police?” asked Mary.

“Sorry,” I said. “It’s very confusing. The Mnemot attacked us in that house, I think.”

“I know what it is to have a demon in your head,” snarled Mary.

“I said I’m sorry,” said Kuyr, who was now sipping liquor from a thimble.

“Sorry does not solve all things,” said Mary. “Elaine did not return until I had almost worn myself to the bone, battling the blaze. With her aid, I was able to protect a small portion of the whole Library, an island on which we shall live out our final days. Not long after that, the wizard turned up and told the now revived Librarian of your plight. They set to work trying to make contact with your world, while Elaine focused on saving as many people as she could from the collapsing worlds. A futile and foolish endeavor. You may think that she chose not to help in your recovery, Keeper, but I understand that your world is a special case. When the multiverse finally blinks into nothing, your world will be the last to remain whole. It might be that this special protection stopped her form intervening and destroying your demon.”

“Maybe,” I said, though I remained doubtful. Elaine had traveled into our world before. Would now be any different?

Mary fell into silent contemplation, giving me leisure to process all that had happened since my return to The Library. So much needed my attention, and yet I had no idea how to proceed. Elaine, the instigator of all this, seemed to be the only one with any grasp as to what to do. The Librarian was doing her best to keep on a brave face, but clearly was not optimistic. Mary was openly welcoming the end of all things. And the Keeper? Well, I was still trying to piece together what happened.

There was a loud crack, as lightening struck and thunder rolled through the oasis. Something had appeared just outside the oasis. It was so large that it towered over the shelves that might have hidden it from view.

“So she has decided to return,” said Mary. 

“Elaine?” I asked, almost forgetting to breathe.

“Go and see for yourself.”

I ran as fast as I could manage through the maze of shelters and shelves, constantly at imminent risk of falling flat on my face. I arrived on the edge of the oasis as Lilly, Darcy and the Librarian arrived too. A vast portal had formed some distance from our position. It was a gray spinning vortex of lightening and destruction.

“Glad she decided to keep her distance this time,” said the Librarian. “Honestly, I don’t know how we are going to find space for more people.”

“We will find a way,” said Darcy stoically.

“Well yes,” said the Librarian a little annoyed. “Of course we will find a way, but it won’t be easy.”

The portal shuddered, and then stabilized, revealing the distant echo of a world on the other side. 

Then the people started to storm in.

They were everyday people, humans caught in the middle of their everyday lives. They screamed, they bellowed, they commanded, but most of all they ran. They clearly had no idea where they had just arrived, but moved with the certainty that whatever was behind them was a lot worse than what was in front of them.

“There are so many,” said Lilly. 

“And so few,” said the Librarian. “The last survivors of a devastated land.”

A figure appeared on the precipice, drawing the eye in the way that only Elaine could. Raw power emanated from her figure, her every glance a command.

“Does she need help?” I asked.

“Since when does she need anyone?” asked Lilly.

“Right,” I said, a little hurt.

The bulk of the refugees were through now. There looked to be two hundred or so of them. Elaine followed them out, ensuring that none turned back for any reason. Several people, it seemed, had lost others behind them.

Then I saw it. Just on the edge of vision, just beyond the portal, a shape started to form. It was some massive creature, almost as tall as the portal itself. I couldn’t make it out precisely, but I could feel its power, its menace.

“She is cutting it mighty fine,” said the Librarian.

The shadow drew nearer and nearer, its figure taking shape. 

Another refugee stumbled through the portal. Elaine, moving quickly, grabbed for them, reaching out with her mind, and carrying them far into the ashen wastes. Then, without slowing, she turned on the portal and started the closing ritual.

“She has left it too long,” said Darcy flatly.

“What happens if it comes through?” I asked.

“We fight or we fall,” said Darcy. “That is an Aeorankin titan, by its size. They are few, but they are powerful. It was one such creature that ended my life, the monster of Baast.”

“What a downer,” said Lilly.

Darcy did not reply.

Elaine was chanting something now. I wished there was something I could do to help it close, but all I could do was watch.

The monster’s features were coming into view. I could see a great eye on its chest, two gargantuan arms, and legs to match.

Elaine’s chants were becoming screams as she struggled to close the portal.

“Come on,” I said under my breath.

Then, with one last effort, the portal destabilized, and finally blinked into nothingness. Elaine, exhausted with the effort, fell to one knee, and then collapsed into the ash.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN




 

I stepped forward, ready to run to Elaine’s side. But before I could, a shadow passed over me. Mary was in flight. She landed by the fallen witch and offered her hand. Soon Elaine was on her feet. The pair had an interchange, and then Mary took flight, carrying Elaine toward the oasis. So focused was I on what was happening with Elaine, that I scarcely noticed the refugees, lost and confused, that were stumbling towards the oasis.

“They will all need debriefing, water, shelter,” said Darcy. “She did cut it close though.”

“They look terrified,” said Lilly.

“I’ll see to them,” said the Librarian. “Not the first group I’ve broken the news. You know, no one is ever supposed to come here. Just the Librarian and the Keeper. How things are changing. I’m getting to old for this.”




***




I found Elaine several hours later. She was on some errand of her own, and I swear she wouldn’t have stopped if I hadn’t called her name twice.

“Alex,” she said, clearly trying to avoid the encounter. “I heard that you returned.”

Something in her manner provoked me, and I decided to cut straight to the chase.

“You left me,” I said flatly.

“What?” asked Elaine, looking guilty but trying to brush it off.

“You could have reversed the curse on Lilly and I, but you left me.”

“Alex, you have to understand. There has been a lot going on, and-”

“I know you found me,” I said. “I saw you visit in my dream. I didn’t know who you were, but I knew I had to get to you.”

“I needed to know you were OK,” said Elaine, her tone becoming a little harsh. “I found you safe and sound, and did what I thought was best. I wanted to-”

“Protect me? Like Darcy ‘protected’ Lilly? you know how I feel about that.”

“No, not like that,” said Elaine. “I saw you there, living your life, living a life of peace. You needed that. The others didn’t know. I just told them I couldn’t reach you. It’s bad out there, Alex, horrible. Every day we lose countless precious worlds, hundreds of lives, books that will never be read again.”

“Is it really that bad?” I asked, my stomach churning at the sight of Elaine’s despair. Mary and Darcy’s cynicism I could handle. But Elaine’s?

Elaine nodded. “I have just come from Rend by way of a dozen collapsing worlds. Vicious has done it, gathered enough of that precious mineral to stabilize Rend and it’s client worlds. The damage she has caused is immense, and yet she is no longer the largest threat we face. Aeoran has always drawn power from chaos and is now reaching power beyond which he ever dreamed before. There is fear in Rend, fear that the World Snake will soon turn his attention on the city that sits outside of time.”

“Vicious is losing control?”

“I think she knows the end is coming, though she makes every attempt to hide this from herself and her subjects.”

“So no one wins,” I said, my heart sinking.

Elaine said nothing to that, but turned away. “I tried to fight the Aeorankin,” she said at last. “That is where I have been. If I could defeat just one of those titans, then maybe, just maybe, I could find a way to take down the snake himself.” When Elaine turned back around, there were tears in her eyes. “I failed, Alex. Time and again, I failed. I returned to The Library because I was running out of strength. I was becoming reckless, putting myself in danger. Alex, I could not defeat a single one in armed combat. The lesser Aeorankin are difficult to dispatch, but not impossible. The titans? They are a force of nature, containing within their massive frames the power of all the fallen worlds. At last, my hope faded, and I returned. I do not know what to do now. It all seems lost.”

I was silent for a moment, processing what she said. Elaine was the most powerful person I had ever met, except perhaps Vicious, who had a closer relationship with chaos, and yet she was afraid and in despair. Both of them were.

“I can see why you tried to keep me away from all this,” I said at last.

“Alex, I-”

“You knew that I was not strong enough to face all this.”

“That’s not true-”

“But it is!” I said, my voice raised. “I’m just a girl, a girl who found a book.”

“You are more than that-”

“It’s OK, Elaine. It’s fine. I am who I am.” I turned away and started down a random aisle of shelves.

“Alex! We will find a way!” called Elaine.

I did not turn around.




***




I stared across the great expanse. The ashen desert stretched out as far as I could see, desolate, empty, devoid of life. I found myself wishing that Elaine had intervened, that she had stopped Mr. O’Connor from using his contacts to restore my memory. Where would I be right now? At home, asleep in my bed? Reading under the trees at school? Perhaps I would be watching Netflix with Lilly, finishing off a bag of popcorn and thinking about heating another. I might as well be there. After all, there is not much I can achieve here. Better to see out the apocalypse in ignorance. Anything would be better than this terrible desert and the loss it represented.

“Alex,” said a voice. It took me a moment to realize that it belonged to Elaine. “I have been looking for you,” she continued.

“I’m fine, honestly,” I lied.

“It’s not that. One of my readers has found another world on the brink.”

“So?”

“It appears there are survivors.”

“We are all going to die anyway,” I said.

“Really?” said Elaine, her tone sarcastic. “Is Alex Reed really going to sit here while people are suffering?”

I sighed and put on my best game face. 

She knew me.

We met with the others just beyond the oasis. Despite my efforts to dissuade them, Lilly and Darcy insisted on coming along. James, eager to prove his worth and utterly forlorn once his grandfather had fallen asleep, also elected to come. Together with Mary, Elaine, and I, that made six of us. Six people against who knows what.

Elaine was clearly not at her full strength, but was doing her best to hide it. Using the power that she stole from the void itself, Elaine formed a portal directly to the book the reader provided. The readers, I discovered, were volunteers that scoured the chaos stained worlds still in the oasis and searched for any signs of survivors. This book had been provided to us by a very studious otter grandmother. She said nothing as the portal formed and we began stepping through, but kept her head bowed in silent prayer.

Elaine’s portals, it seemed, were more direct than my own. I stepped out of The Library and into this other world as if I were simply stepping through a door. Elaine, I’m sure, could step through without a portal. Such was her power.

The melancholic calm of The Library was instantly overtaken by booms, shouts, and screams.

“Take cover,” bellowed Darcy as something nearby exploded, sending debris and dust into the air.

Mary growled and took to the skies, unfurling her massive tattered wings and looking very much like the god of death. I wondered for a moment what the locals thought of such a creature soaring over their city.

For it was a city that we found ourselves in, ancient and dry. Adobe buildings surrounded our position. Lording over these more simple buildings were the ruins of stone structures, once grand and dominating.

“We must set up defenses around the portal,” said Darcy, playing the role of military commander.

“Yes, we must,” said Lilly satirically. Darcy didn’t seem to notice.

“I sense them,” said Elaine.

“Sense what?” I asked.

Elaine looked like she was about to say, but stopped herself. “Do not go far. I will be back soon.”

With that, she hurried across the square and out of sight.

“Looks like Mom and Dad have everything under control,” said Lilly.

“Huh?” said James, who was too caught up by the fact that he had just stepped into another dimension to follow Lilly’s humor.

Darcy was now muscling the largest piece of wall he could carry toward the portal.

“Are you alright there?” asked Lilly.

“Though my flesh is gone, my-” started Darcy mournfully.

“Yes, yes, yes,” said Lilly, “But I think you might do better to just direct me.” She reached out her hands in a manner quite like she had on Charlotte Island when Lachlan was in danger. The petal pendant that hung around her neck began to glow, and she had soon taken Darcy’s burden and was gliding it towards the portal. She seemed to have a lot more control over the petal’s power since losing her memories for a second time. Perhaps some innermost barrier had been broken down.

“You are very talented,” said Darcy sadly.

“Don’t be like that, hero,” said Lilly. “It’s annoying.”

There was a scream, drawing my attention back to the city, and a certain crumbled building about fifteen feet away.

Something dashed from one side of the ruin to the next, and then the scream fell away.

“Come on,” I said to James. “If we are going to take people through, we are going to have to get on with it.”

With one eye on the shadows, we began making our way through the fallen city in search of survivors. People were running here and there, marching on some orders of their own, mortal fear in their eyes. They were dressed in what looked to me like Shakespearian clothing adapted appropriately for desert life.

“Hey!” cried James to one of the passing soldiers. She was tall and resolute, with an eruption of red hair issuing from beneath her headdress. “Hey!” repeated James. “We can save you.”

The woman looked at James and I, baffled for a moment, and then marched off toward the tallest of the ruins, spear in hand and battle in her eyes.

“What would you do if a bunch of teenagers wandered into your war zone?” I asked.

James thought seriously for a few moments. “I would mourn their imminent death.”

“Right,” I said. It wasn’t exactly the reply that I was expecting. There was something of Darcy’s frankness in James, but none of his confidence. I found myself wondering what it would be like to have him on our team when all this was done, while at the same time doubting that day would ever come.

“We should keep moving,” I said. “There are things out there hunting those soldiers. Besides, we might have better luck rescuing civilians. That woman didn’t look like she intended to do anything today but die.”

“Right,” said James. 

I knew that it was a bad idea to stay out in the open, and yet the thought of facing the alleyways, shaded as they were, made me anxious. There were things stalking in there, and I did not want to venture into their domain.

We rounded a corner and found ourselves in a second open space. It was built around a central well and was strewn with what looked like the remains of a marketplace.

The sounds of sobs drew my attention to one fallen stall.

My heart stopped.

Two creatures were sniffing around the stall’s edge, searching for their next meal.

“No!” I yelled, without fully thinking of the consequences. 

The two creatures stopped sniffing and turned to look at me. They looked like dinosaurs, specifically, like velociraptors. They differed from what I had seen in the movies in that they had feathers covering their bodies, longer ones behind their arms as if they were echoes of wings yet to come.

But these were not creatures native to this world.

They were white all over, a splash of gold in their proto-wings and in the shine of their eyes. They looked at me with that vicious intelligence I had seen many times before.

These were not raptors, these were Aeorankin.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN




 

An instant later, the Aeorankin raptors were closing on our position. I didn’t have time to think. Calling on The Library’s power, I teleported toward the fallen stall in the hopes that I could find the poor soul hiding beneath.

I immediately regretted my decision.

I disappeared from that world and found myself momentarily buried beneath a mountain of ash and dust before reappearing by the market stall.

I fell to my knees, coughing and gasping for air.

Turning back, I saw James was standing his ground, waiting for the Aeorankin raptors to reach him. 

“James!” I spluttered, wondering if this boy had lost his mind.

There was a flash of white light as his staff impacted the dusty street. A portal opened up in front of the creatures that were rapidly closing in on his position. They were moving fast, too fast, and were unable to stop before plunging right into the portal’s grasp.

A moment later, a portal opened up some twenty feet in the air above the market and out fell the Aeorankin, plummeting toward the ground. They impacted the street with a sickening ‘thwop’.

Recovering from my coughing fit, I began to search through the strewn debris.

“It’s alright,” I said. “I can take you to safety.”

There was a half-stifled sob. Whoever it was under all this mess, they didn’t seem to want to be found. Probably a child, I thought, and with that idea, I felt determination rise again within me.

At last I found her, grubby faced and grasping her knees. She was a girl, perhaps six or seven, terrified and utterly lost to tears and despair.

“It’s going to be alright,” I lied, taking her hand and leading her from her hiding place beneath an overturned cart.

There was a flash of light as James appeared behind me.

The girl recoiled at this. “It’s OK,” I said.

“I think they are getting up,” said James urgently, gesturing over his shoulder.

I looked back to where I had seen the Aeorankin fall. Sure enough, they were slowly rising to their feet. They looked mean and seemed to have already spotted us.

“Can you get us out of here?” I asked. I dared not use library magic again. I couldn’t risk burying this girl under an ocean of ash.

But before James could stammer out a reply, my attention was drawn by an indistinct hum of energy. Just then, an enormous energy blast rocketed into one of the creatures. This was followed by a second blast, which slammed into the other. 

“What now?” blurted James. 

There was something about the blast that unnerved me, and I recoiled as the whole scene was momentarily cast in a bright orange. The origin of these energy beams seemed to be some place above the city. They impacted the creatures with such force that they both hurtled across the marketplace, collided with an opposite building, and demolished it on impact.

Glancing about, my eyes settled on the source of the blast. It was not Mary or Elaine as I might have guessed, but a massive Lionkin soldier, seated with another of his kind in a low-flying ship of some ilk, which hovered over the scene.

“What on earth are they doing here?” I asked the universe at large.

“What is that?” asked James, afraid. The Lionkin looked scarcely less terrifying that the Aeorankin they had just dispatched. Tall, armed, and snarling, the two Lionkin leaped down to the square, seemingly indifferent to the hight and the force of their impact.

“Vicious has recruited them as soldiers,” I explained. “I don’t know if these are under her command, but I can’t think how else they could have obtained passage to a fallen world.”

One of the Lionkin laid eyes on me, bared his teeth, but kept on walking toward where the Aeorankin were buried. This Lionkin was perhaps the most terrifying I had ever seen. His face was scarred, one arm had been replaced with an artificial one that looked to be magi-tech in build, and he was missing an eye.

His companion took out a small device and scanned the destroyed building. Satisfied with what the device revealed, the Lionkin captain roared an order into his mouthpiece.

“I didn’t know that such things could exist,” said James in disbelief.

“This is just the start of it,” I said. “But why are they here?”

A transport ship swooped down and landed next to the well in the center of the marketplace. It was full of Wildermen strapped up next to each-other, their seats open to the air and the wide world. Their safety, it seemed, was not deemed of much importance. These were, after all, the creatures the Lionkin habitually kept as slaves. They poured out of the transport, herding toward the Lionkin captain.

“This has to be Vicious,” I said.

“You mean she is here?”

“I sure hope not,” I said.

It was not long before the crew of Wildermen had dragged the Aeorankin dead from the rubble. The two Lionkin inspected the corpses carefully and critically.

“They are hunters,” said James emphatically. “They are checking the pelts for damage.”

“Creepy,” I said.

“I suppose it is,” said James. “I bet Aeorankin remains fetch high prices in Rend.”

I tried to push that idea from my mind. People were seriously messed up.

“Might even be a delicacy,” said James.

“Just stop talking,” I said flatly.

“Sorry,” said James.

I looked down at the girl we had rescued. She had stopped sobbing, but did not seem like she was all there. 

“What’s your name?” I asked.

The girl didn’t reply.

It was then that I noticed that the world was getting darker. It was too sudden to be the coming night.

I scanned the skies and soon saw Mary flying overhead, clearly in her element. She swooped down to the city streets, seized one of the Aeorankin, rocked into the air and then dropped it onto the street.

It didn’t get up again.

“Needed more height, I guess,” said James reflectively.

Mary was terrifying, her face distorted, blood-lust in her eyes. She was every bit the image of Kuyr as I had first seen him, terrorizing Kanboor, the seaside city where Mary was born. At least she was on our side.

The Lionkin captain I had been watching smirked at the sight of Mary, took aim with his over-sized energy weapon, and fired on the death-god.

Mary easily dodged the attack and was soon hurtling toward the Lionkin’s position. The Lionkin captain was quick, but his companion was not. Mary ripped into the slaver with two massive talons, and he was soon no-more.

“That is one scary lady,” said James.

Before I could agree, I saw Elaine appear on the far side of the market. She had with her twenty or so people, most of them civilians, but some of them soldiers. 

“Here!” she cried on spotting me. 

I noticed her notice the Lionkin and saw the corner of her lip curl, but she paid them no more heed.

“Come on, little one,” I said to the silent girl. “It’s time we got away.”

The little girl nodded, stuck her thumb in her mouth, and let me lead her toward Elaine’s group as they crossed the market, dodging debris as they marched.

“Sethna!” cried one of the soldiers that was with Elaine. He bound ahead of the group, relief plastered on his face.

The girl by my side looked at the man, and her eyes grew wide. 

“Gracious god!” cried the man as he reached us. 

The child broke free of my grip and stumbled towards the man who fell to his knees. Here, in the midst of their world’s ruin, they embraced.

Tears were in the man’s eyes as he looked up to James and I and mouthed a silent thank you.

Elaine nodded to me in greeting. I had not even time to form the beginnings of a hello, before a sudden and intense feeling washed over me. Dread permeated my every fiber. 

Elaine noticed my face darken and cocked her head inquisitively. “What is it?”

I looked up to the dark sky and saw that something was there, something was curling, shifting, writhing. Mary had seen it too.

“He’s here,” I said.

Elaine looked grave. “That’s our cue to leave.”

Then the earth cracked.

The sound was hideous as, curling along the edge of the market, the world started to separate into pieces. A canyon opened up, some ten feet across. The force of the fissure sent us tumbling to the ground.

“Oh, not again,” said Elaine.
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I hardly had enough time to steady myself before the earth started shaking again. The group that Elaine had mustered looked like they were about to break and run. After all they had seen, it was not surprising that they looked so haunted. Would this be the last straw? 

There was another ripping sound as the market was divided by two once more, another canyon opening up to the depths of the underworld.

“What is happening?” I asked Elaine, straining to be heard over the chaos.

“No time,” said Elaine. “We must get these people back to the portal before we are all separated for good.”

“How long do we have?” I asked.

“Seconds,” said Elaine.

Elaine’s voice was commanding, enhanced with a spell, perhaps. With only a few words, she managed to regroup those she led and began ushering them back the way we had come.

The fracturing ground was not the only hazard we had to navigate. Great slabs of masonry were falling from crumbling buildings, crashing into the still shaking earth and only narrowly missing the few survivors still gathered together. James and I followed after Elaine and the others best we could, all the while making sure that no one was left behind or lost.

A cloud of dust erupted to my right, knocking me off my balance and making my eyes sting.

“Can’t you just make a portal for us?” I asked James.

“For this many people? I don’t think so. I mean, I could, but I wouldn’t be able to guarantee where they might end up. What about you? Can’t you just teleport people into The Library?”

“One or two, maybe, but I haven’t been able to land there before. Besides, I ended up under a pile of ash just before. I got out OK, but I don’t know what would happen with a whole group of people.”

As we darted through the ruined streets, I noticed that there were a lot more Lionkin and Wildermen hunters than I had first thought. They too had decided that it was time to leave, pouring into their ships and other craft, barking orders, and taking off into the distance. One such ship I saw left two dozen or so Wildermen behind in their haste. The abandoned souls panicked and started rampaging through the streets, lost to the herd mentality.

So engrossed was I in observation, that I almost ran right off the cliff of a newly formed canyon.

“Alex, no!” cried James as, stumbling against the earthquake, he pulled me back from the precipice.

My heart leaped, and I felt the sudden sensation of rising.

“What’s happening?” I yelled.

James had a frozen look in his eye, lost, as it seemed, to panic.

“James?”

Then I saw what he had seen. Behind us, the fractured desert city was floating away. It had been literally torn apart, forming dozens of floating sky islands, all hovering at different heights.

And we were trapped on one of them.

Behind the islands, lording over the scene, twisting, turning, writhing, was Aeoran, distant, translucent, dominating, lord of the end times.

“James!” I yelled again, this time shaking the boy. 

He looked at me passively, looked without seeing.

Then I did what I thought I would never do.

I slapped him. 

James’ face contorted for a moment. It seemed he was as unused to being on the receiving end of violence as I was to performing violence myself.

He looked at me, shocked.

“I’m so sorry,” I said, then shook my head. “James. I need you to get us back to the portal. Can you do that?”

Still slightly distant, James nodded. Then, going through the motions, he twisted his staff about and slammed it into the ground. The now familiar portal of white light appeared before us. Taking one last look back at the impossible destruction behind us, I stepped through.

I found myself immediately confronted with the baffled face of Lilly.

“It worked!” she cried.

“What worked?” I asked, confused and searching for Elaine and the others.

“I totally just summoned you,” explained Lilly.

“You can’t reasonably expect-” started Darcy.

“My powers are immense,” continued Lilly. “What’s up with him?” 

James was staring again.

“This world is done for,” I said. “Elaine is on her way.”

“It is fracturing,” said Darcy sadly.

“What does that mean?” asked Lilly.

“Some worlds do not succumb to chaos, but join it. We think they become a part of a new domain, a dimension made up entirely of pieces of destroyed worlds.”

“Aeoran’s own domain?” I asked. We were both looking at the distant monster now. Aeoran looped in on himself thousands of times, giving the impression of many things moving. I knew there was only one mind behind all that.

“So it seems,” said Darcy.

Just then, Mary landed next to us. She was breathing heavily, had a massive smile on her face, and almost covered in blood. “The witch on her way?” she asked, wiping some blood from her face.

“Yes,” I said, hoping that she too had not been carried off.

Mary turned her attention to Lilly, and specifically her pendant. “Where is the rest of it?” she asked.

“Huh?” said Lilly, baffled by the question.

“The Rose of the Raven,” labored Mary. “I thought it was lost during the battle of Kanboor.”

Lilly shrugged. “I only got this,” she said. “It used to give me wings, but doesn’t work so well anymore.”

“A pity,” said Mary. “The rose was an artifact of great power.”

“She is coming,” said Darcy, gazing out across the square. Sure enough, a crowd of people were stumbling through the city wildly. Elaine was at their head, a soldier carrying a child was by her side. Behind them, the sky islands were rising up, threatening to take the fleeing people with them.

“Is she going to make it?” asked Lilly doubtfully.

“She will be fine,” said Mary. A moment later, the death god stepped into the portal and disappeared.

I was not so sure. Only one person needed to trip in their panic for them all to be caught up in the next shattering.

“Alex,” said Darcy flatly.

“I don’t know what to do,” I said earnestly.

“You heard the goth lady,” said Lilly. “She will be fine.”

“It is not her I’m worried about,” said Darcy. “There are children out there.”

“You think I don’t know that?” I snapped.

“It’s breaking in front of them!” bellowed Darcy.

Sure enough, another crack was forming across the square. Elaine had noticed it too. She was close enough now that I could see her face contort at the sight. She raised up her hands, gathering power to her palms. The whole group seemed to pick up in speed as a neon green mist curled around their legs.

They passed the point of danger in time for another crack to appear.

“Maybe we should leave?” suggested Lilly.

Darcy, his face unreadable, stared out at the approaching people.

There was a scream.

One of the stragglers tripped. Elaine whipped around and bid the others continue. Soon we were ushering a crowed of terrified strangers from one dystopian nightmare into another. The Library was, after all, hardly a real refuge.

A soldier joined the group from the back. It was the same soldier that James and I had seen when we first stepped out in search of survivors. Her red hair flowed freely, her headdress discarded in the chaos. She nodded to me in recognition and then disappeared through to The Library.

Looking back, I heard Elaine cry out as the straggler, who had just been carried off on a newly formed sky island, tried to jump to safety.

They missed and plummeted into the depths.

My mouth dropped. For an instant, Elaine seemed frozen, looking out over the destruction. Then she turned, her face steeled over with resolution. For a moment, all I could see was a girl who had lost so much. Then she was Elaine again, in control and resolute. She nodded to me as she approached, concealing her grief. Together, we stepped through into The Library, leaving this forsaken world to join Aeoran’s domain.




***




“I found this,” said the Librarian, sitting down in what appeared to be her new favorite chair. It was situated not far from the tent where Mr. O’Connor lay recovering. Despite everything, the Librarian was still trying to fix things with a cup of tea and a book.

“What is it?” I asked.

“You don’t recognize it?” asked the Librarian. “Why, lass, this is one of the first books you and I traveled into.”

I took up the over-sized volume and started to leaf through. A smile temporarily suppressed my gloom as I relived a memory. “This was in the observatory, wasn’t it? We went to a planet.”

“That’s right,” said the Librarian. “It was very dull, if I remember correctly. All the life had succumbed to the third law of thermal dynamics.”

“It was desolate,” I said.

“Not my cup of tea, so to speak, but you seemed to like it there. It was the sunset, I think.”

“That’s right,” I said. “It was always sunset there. Quite amazing that it escaped the fire.”

“My thoughts exactly,” said the Librarian. “Perhaps The Library has plans for it yet.”

“Perhaps,” I said doubtfully.




***




I found Elaine perched on the edge of a stairway to nowhere. She had her face buried in her hands, her long black hair half covering her fingers as she hid within her own private haven. Realizing that I was intruding, I had started to leave when she apparently noticed my presence. “Sorry,” I said. 

“It’s fine,” she said, tucking her hair behind her ears. Her tone betrayed her. It was clearly not fine. Elaine looked defeated.

“That person from the shattered world?” I asked.

Elaine let out an incongruent laugh. “Yeah, that,” she said. “Her and the rest of them.”

“We did good work today,” I said. “You did good work. You saved lives.”

“And lost countless more,” said Elaine. “The path before us is hopeless, Alex. Moment by moment, we lose more to the void. Soon even Rend will collapse. The rozapeter cannot protect it forever. Perhaps even Vicious will fall with it and I can finally die.”

“Elaine,” I said sternly.

“I know I am not old,” said Elaine. “But I have lived a long time. I have suffered a long time. In the last garden I have lived longer than even that old man we tend in his bed. And yet, I am unchanged. It’s like I have just been awake for too long, like my mind is filled with too many memories.”

“I don’t want you to die,” I said.

“And I don’t really want to die,” said Elaine. “I just want to rest, to sleep, to know oblivion for a time. But there can be no rest, not while Vicious is alive. I hate that she is a part of me. Whatever she does, I am bound to. Our fates are entwined.”

“Rend might be besieged by Aeoran. Maybe she will work with us?” I suggested.

“Like old buddies?” scoffed Elaine.

“Maybe. We can’t bring back those we have lost, but perhaps we can save more worlds from Aeoran’s grasp.”

“It can’t be!” cried Elaine. “I cannot work with her, Alex. She is pure and uncomplicated evil.”

“I don’t believe in evil,” I said.

“Which is baffling to me,” said Elaine.

“Vicious is a part of you, Elaine. We all have parts of ourselves that we don’t like. The way I see it, we can either fight those parts, or live our lives. We can’t have both.”

“You think I should leave her boundless ambition unchecked?” asked Elaine.

“No, but it can’t be the sole focus of your life, and can’t get in the way of you doing the right thing.”

Elaine was silent for a moment. “You are right,” she said after a while. “The power I inherited from the void might have been put to better use if I wasn’t so obsessed with her. Might have even prevented all this.”

“Maybe,” I said doubtfully. “But living life according to your regrets is just another kind of prison.”

Elaine smiled. “When did you get to be so wise?” she asked.

“I’ve read a lot of books.”




***




Wandering the shelves alone, I examined my own curse, my own divided soul. I knew Hank was still there in my heart, curled up and asleep. My journey began by letting him stay, letting him be himself so long as he did not alter the course of my life. We were much better companions now. But sometimes I wasn’t sure about things. Was I avoiding an action because I was afraid, or because it was rational to do so? I searched my heart for some indication.

The answers were there; they were hiding beneath a layer of defenses, but they were there. They just took time to find.

Right now, they felt like two little teeth biting at some artery wall. “Sorry, buddy, but I know what to do now.” Taking a deep breath, I closed my eyes and tried to hear the books calling.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER NINETEEN




 

In the distance, I could hear the sounds of The Library’s refugees talking, laughing, commiserating. I turned my attention from these sounds, and from all other sounds, and focused on that mysterious call that had led me before on so many crazy adventures.

It was whispering, but it was there.

I wandered the shelves, touching the books, following the path. At last my fingertips landed on a small red book. It was cloth-bound and unassuming, easily missed in a sea of spines.

I pulled it out.

In many ways, it resembled my copy of Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland. The only real difference was the title.

Aeoran.

“So, you were just a person once,” I said, leafing through the first few pages. Landing on the first page of the first chapter, I began to read.




I arrive at the end of things…




The vision in my peripheries faded, and I felt all the air drain from my lungs. Soon, I was falling.

Energy fluctuations, random unseen objects, flares of light. Like before, the void between worlds had been corrupted. These happenings were accompanied by a feeling that I was being tossed about like a rag doll tumbling down a raging river. All I had to keep me going was a precarious mix of hope and faith.

At last the light opened up at the end of the fall. At last I arrived in Aeoran’s domain.

Lightning crashed.

I found myself on a small clump of earth, a little larger than a bed. It was clearly the remains of some lost world, part of a sidewalk perhaps. Overhead, the sky was dominated by dark clouds, deep and menacing. A sepia haze hung over the scene. Other sky islands floated about seemingly at random, though I struggled to see what was on them.

Another roar of thunder and lightening. I shaded my eyes, but nothing could hide the massive snake that curled behind those clouds. 

I was nervous and took a moment to settle down. Sitting cross-legged, I tried to focus on my breathing. When at last I felt calm, I opened my palm and allowed the fire realm to spill forth. The fames danced for a while, beautiful and deadly. I had before me a choice. It was probable that I only had one shot at this and I needed to get it right.

I closed my palm into a fist, and the flames dissipated.

Opening up my bag, I felt around for the Orb of Lyren. This artifact had been a gift from the Librarian. It had been of some use in placating monsters in the past. Could it aid me now? Maybe. It was the first thing I sought in my room once the Mnemot had been vanquished. It had turned the hearts of terrible creatures before, but none so terrible than Aeoran. Still, this was something I had to do.

I pulled it out and clasped it in my left hand. The orb had never really felt comfortable to hold in one hand. Though it had been made for small hands, mine were even smaller.

I focused on one of the nearer sky islands and teleported forth. For an instant, I was once more buried in ash, but this time I knew to hold my breath.

It worked, but it was ghastly. I teleported from my piece of a sidewalk to what appeared to be the remnant of an ocean floor. 

If I was going to do this, then I needed to stay focused. Aeoran was a long way off, and I did not even know if it was possible to reach him.

I teleported again.

A meadow, part of a house, an ice sheet, an entire graveyard. For what seemed like hours, I leaped from island to island, from world to world. Some of them were small like the one I had first landed on, others were so large that I needed to trek across them just to get another island in sight.

The whole time, I was alone. There were no signs that anyone had survived the collective calamities. All the while I traversed, Aeoran grew larger and larger in the sky, his menace seeming to penetrate deeper and deeper into my heart.

I pressed on.

At last, I penetrated the roof of the clouds and the sky opened up into an endless darkness, broken only by Aeoran’s massive body. It was getting harder and harder to find islands to jump to now, and several times I had to backtrack just to get closer. But every so often, the thought that the Orb of Lyren might actually calm this terrible monster made my heart flutter. Was it this simple all along? I didn’t want to give into this hope, but the possibility was intoxicating. If Aeoran had a book, then it was possible that he was at his core just a person, a person who could be reached.

I teleported again.

At last, I was there, the snake’s massive face looking at me with insolent eyes.

I focused on Aeoran, trusted to fate, and teleported.

I appeared in midair and began to fall.

My stomach churned and Hank clawed as I tried to focus again on Aeoran. I teleported again, missing the snake by less than a foot. I grasped for the monster, but started to fall again. Aeoran was moving. As large as he was, he was darting about. His movements were so fast that it seemed that he was just disappearing and reappearing elsewhere. Though his face was as large as an asteroid, I could not land on it. My fear turned to determination as I tried a double hop - teleporting one direction and then rapidly to another.

Falling.

A triple hop.

Almost there.

Four consecutive hops - and my fingers closed on a massive white scale. Now that I had him, I did not waste a moment. Clinging as hard as I could with my right hand, I slammed the Orb of Lyren into his unnatural white armor. The orb began to glow.

There was a moment when the outcome held in the balance, a moment where all my hopes could have come to pass.

But such hope couldn’t last. 

Closed around the orb, my fingers began to burn. There wasn’t even enough time to drop it before the Orb of Lyren melted in my grasp.

The sensation was painful, but I was not hurt. Aeoran flinched and sent me flying once more from his side. I let myself fall for a while, thinking about what had happened. The orb had been a long shot. With all the worlds this beast had devoured, he probably has the power of several similar orbs bound within his massive frame. 

Rallying, I spotted a nearby island and teleported to it. The island was small, gray, and dusty. It might have been a moon fragment, for all I knew.

I stood tall. The island floated right before the monster’s massive face. I looked directly into his eyes.

“We are coming for you!” I bellowed. My voice felt small, but I knew he could hear me. “We are all coming for you, and we will defeat you. Elaine, Lilly, Darcy, Mary, the others. We have all been through too much. We are united against you, and we will defeat you. You will be put back into your place.”

Aeoran’s eyes lighted with comprehension. He was not afraid, was beyond fear perhaps. It didn’t matter. I knew we would prevail, just not today.

The monster moved like lightening, his massive tail appearing out of nowhere. It smashed into the island, sending me flying through the emptiness. 

I smiled and took out my book. 

“Until next time, snake.”


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




CHAPTER TWENTY




 

My periphery went dark, and I descended into The Library.

I had been to see our great enemy and had come back alive. That was something, at least.

I looked down at my clothing. Everything was absolutely caked with ash from all the teleporting. My favorite maroon sweater looked like it might see retirement at last.

Shouts from somewhere in the oasis diverted my attention. For a dreaded moment, I wondered what new terror had broken into The Library. 

But I soon realized that these were shouts of excitement, not fear. Without the smallest expectation of finding anything worth being excited about, I started down the aisles in search of the origin of the ruckus.

Lilly met me first. “Where have you been?” she demanded. “You look dreadful.”

“Thanks,” I said flatly. “What’s going on? I thought someone must have died.”

“Died? Afraid not. But, come on. You are going to want to see this for yourself.”

My interest piqued, I followed after Lilly as she led me to the edge of the oasis.

But there wasn’t an edge to the oasis.

“Hang on,” I said as we crossed over to what used to be an ashen waste.

“I wondered when you would notice,” said Lilly, beaming.

“But how?” I asked, baffled but pleased.

“Yeah, that’s going to be trickier to answer.”

Lilly led me on through the shelves. I gazed in wonder at all these books that we had thought were lost forever. Somehow, they had been restored. Even The Library’s flowers and vines were growing back, some of them still curling up the endless shelves. Looking up, however, I saw that there was a definite end to The Library’s recovery. Only a portion of The Library, it seemed, had been restored.

At last we stopped. We were not far from The Library’s heart. A group of masked refugees looked like they were saying goodbye to the Librarian. I could not tell if they were human or not, but they seemed pleased. I soon realized why. Elaine opened up a portal using a book the Librarian handed to her. The masked refugees stepped through, one by one, returning to their world.

“Oh, Alex,” said the Librarian, seeing me now. “I searched all over for you. Did you see? I mean, it’s not what it used to be, but it’s a start!” she gestured toward The Library’s Heart. Even from this distance, it was clear that some of the void’s bright blue light had returned in places and was shining through the heart’s otherwise dull outer layer.

I stepped toward it.

“I wouldn’t if I were you,” said the Librarian, placing her hand on my shoulder and sending up a cloud of ash.

That’s when I saw them, the library spirits. They were all around the heart, hiding among the shelves and furniture, just looking at it.

“I expect they will clear off soon enough,” said the Librarian. “They tend to prefer to be out in the wastes, I think.”

“They did this,” I said with certainty.

“It seems so,” said Mary, who had just landed nearby. “This is a good thing.”

“I was out on patrol when I saw them,” said Darcy, his voice ghostly and even. “Perhaps there is more to these spirits than we first thought.”

“Well, perhaps,” conceded the Librarian. “But we still have to be careful around them. They are very dangerous.”

I watched Elaine see off the last of this group of refugees. She then closed her portal and approached. “I fear that this will only delay the inevitable,” she said, sadly. “It is good to see people back in the worlds that were destroyed by the fire, but how long before Aeoran and his kin close in around them? How long before their domain is ripped to shreds.”

“We will find a way to stop it,” said Mary emphatically. “With combined powers, the many worlds will share their knowledge. We must seize the moment and broker new alliances.”

“You must do nothing of the sort,” said the Librarian. “Worlds are supposed to be kept separate. That is sort of the whole point. It was all this hopping around that gave Aeoran so much power in the first place.”

“Just think,” said Mary, a little angrily, “we could forge an empire to rival Rend. A new paradigm is emerging, and we are the ones in the best position to dominate it.”

“The Librarian is right,” said Elaine. “If we are going to fix things, we must fix things right. We must find a way to restore The Library and the multiverse to its former stability.”

Mary snorted. “Who cares if the multiverse returns to how it was? This is backward thinking, witch, and you know it. No. It will become something new, something better. Worlds will be connected. Just think what that means!”

“I know what that means,” said Elaine tersely.

“You cannot idealize the past,” said Mary. “When I was a girl, my world was almost destroyed by a hungry god. Did I wallow in self pity? Hope for the restoration of Kanboor? No. I hunted down the monster that brutalized me, seized it, dominated it, and took away its power.”

Kuyr in his glass cage nodded sagely.

“I congratulate you on your strength,” said Elaine through gritted teeth. “But billions of people are seeing their homes ripped apart as we speak. How will they fare in this new empire of yours? Or did your monster take your humanity too?”

“You are one to talk, witch,” spat Mary.

It was at this point that I snuck away. I didn’t like arguments, and could see no point to theirs. It seemed to me that we were just as likely to see the worlds form a new civilization as we were to see them restored to how they were. That is, not likely at all. The best we could hope for, I thought, was something in the middle. Save what we can and make do with what we end up. What was there to debate?

Besides, I could sense a pull toward the Heart of The Library. It was a subtle feeling. Something like the call of the books, but less urgent. I walked slowly towards the heart, staying out of sight so that the Librarian could not hold me back. 

It was not long before I could feel the spirits watching me with those strange faces of theirs. I tried not to look at them directly, lest they take offense or I lose my nerve. 

Though the light of The Library’s heart was scattered, it was not as subdued as it seemed from far off. On the contrary, it almost looked like the full power of the void was back there some place, if only we could find a way to get to it.

For a few minutes, I just stood there, watching the light flicker. It was a haunting place. Even if there had not been the spirits lurking in every shadow, there was just something about the atmosphere that made me afraid, made my skin crawl, made me want to run.

I raised up one hand to the heart. I didn’t want to touch it. I knew what happened when something fell into the Heart of The Library. I just wanted to feel its warmth, so to speak.

The heart throbbed as if in reply.

It was then that I felt something pass from it to me. I was overcome with a feeling that was difficult to explain. It was an energized calmness. It was a feeling like taking your first breath of fresh air after hours in the car. It was like getting caught in a rainstorm.

I then noticed that the spirits were gathering around me. It was hard to read their mask-like faces, but I thought I saw something like awe in their looks.

Turning from the heart, I wandered off in search of the ashen desert. I had an idea, an idea so delicate that fully acknowledging its existence might destroy it. Focusing on a half charred bookshelf, I bid the spirits go forth; I bid them heal this place.

And then they did.

The ash started to shift in an unfelt breeze, started to form together, started to take shape.

“I don’t believe it,” I muttered as I watched a shelf reform from nothing, the books float into place, the vines curl around the healed scene like all of spring had come at once.

The spirits might be dangerous, but they could be harnessed.

A flood of endorphins rushed through my body. I had found a way forward. Not wanting to waste another moment, I rushed back to the others, eager to let them know what I had discovered. As I arrived, Mary took flight and soared off into the distance.

“There you are,” said the Librarian. “I warned you about wandering off like that.”

“It’s fine,” I said. “I have something to tell you.” It was then that I noticed that something had happened, some cloud had fallen over the looks of Lilly and the Librarian. Even Darcy, statuesque as he was, appeared troubled.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I’m sorry, lass,” said the Librarian kindly. “It’s Elaine. I’m afraid that she has left us.”


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE




 

“What do you mean, she left us? Is she coming back?” I asked. My elation was gone. In its place was a sinking feeling. Elaine hadn’t left us, she had left me.

“I don’t think so,” said Darcy.

“Where did she go?” I asked.

“Where does she ever go?” asked Lilly. “I don’t want to be mean, but this is hardly the first time she has flipped from being super helpful to, you know, super frustrating.”

“It was Mary?” I asked.

“No,” said Darcy.

“I don’t think it helped,” said Lilly.

“If anything, she put Mary in her place,” said Darcy.

“She looked like Death,” said Lilly.

“So she just opened up a portal and vanished?”

“It was more of a stepping out of existence sort of spell,” said Lilly. “Was quite impressive.”

“I don’t know if it is important,” started Darcy, “but she said that she was sick of being afraid of herself. Whatever that means.”

“She is probably just off to the garden to brood for the next two hundred years. She seems like the type to blame herself for things she can’t control.”

“But we need her,” I said, my lower lip trembling.

“Do we, though?” asked Lilly, cocking her head. Darcy placed a stony hand on Lilly’s shoulder and her expression softened. “It’s OK,” she said, and took me in her arms.

It was a much needed hug. I didn’t want the others to see how upset I was, but couldn’t hide that I was very much affected.

“Good about The Library fixing itself though,” ventured the Librarian in an attempt to cheer me up.

I wiped my eyes, banishing the tears that threatened to form, and nodded. “The Library didn’t fix itself,” I said. “I wanted to show you guys something. Come on.”

Leading my friends to the nearest scorched stretch of shelves, I once more called on the library spirits to come to my aid. By the look on the Librarian’s face, I should perhaps have warned her what I was about to do.

Ah well.

“This is not good,” she said, as the spirits gathered all around us.

“They look like something that I would draw,” said Lilly critically. She pulled out her phone, opened the camera app, and started taking snaps.

“Is this really the time?” asked Darcy.

“I have to get started right away if I am going to have enough content,” said Lilly. “I figure that if I post once a day I could build up a following quite quickly with these guys. I mean, just look at them! Though, I will need 365 pics per year... Do you have your phone, Darcy? I could use some help.”

“I have no earthly possessions,” said Darcy. “My very bones belong to-”

“Yes, yes, yes, Mr. Minimalism.”

“One more moment,” I said. My mind was decidedly less clear than it had been the first time I did this and summoning the spirits to this location had taken a lot out of me.

“No more moments, please,” said the Librarian. “This is not safe, and I suggest that we make our retreat rapidly.”

Then the ash began to move. I smiled as I watched the Librarian’s face morph from fear to disbelief. Lilly stopped taking photos and just looked. 

“Such power...” Darcy whispered to himself. 

Soon, that which was ash had been remade.

Everyone stared.

Only once I had sent the spirits away again did the Librarian venture through the newly formed aisles, taking out a book here and there and inspecting it for dust. It was a small action that I had seen her do countless times before, but this time meant so much more than before.

“No Keeper has ever had this much power,” said the Librarian in a daze. “How did this happen?”

I shrugged. “I went to The Library’s heart. I think it spoke to me.”

“Is that so?” asked the Librarian, raising one eyebrow.

“Not with words,” I said quickly. 

“That’s right,” said Lilly. “She isn’t hearing things.” Then behind her hand she said, “careful Alex. you don’t want the talking gorilla to think you are crazy.”

“How are you feeling?” asked Darcy, steadily.

“Tired,” I said. It was true too, though I was feeling a lot of other things besides.

“That’s what I thought,” said the stone man. “This library is vast, and there is much you can do with this power. Just don’t get yourself killed.”

“Yeah, Alex,” chimed Lilly. “We want you to save the multiverse and everything, but take your time about it. Enjoy the process.”

“I’ll be fine,” I said. Part of me didn’t want to be fine. Part of me wanted to work so hard that I would collapse. But that wouldn’t bring Elaine back. I didn’t know what would.

“Librarian, is there any place I should focus on first?” I asked, putting on a brave face.

“As a matter of fact,” started the Librarian, “I have a list.”




***




Was it a week? Or more? Much of my days now were spent alone, using what energy I could muster to reform parts of The Library. Reforming, recovering, sleeping, waking, and then doing it all over again. The spirits were always there, always watching, willing, but they never revealed to me any more of their purpose and mystery. Wandering the ash and aisles, I was given a lot of time to think.

I didn’t understand my own feelings towards Elaine. When I first met her, she was this strong, cool girl who guided me through an adventure that I could not handle alone. Then, as it turned out, she was using me the whole time to get into The Library. And yet, I still remembered the look she gave me before jumping into The Library’s heart. She genuinely seemed hurt that I would not rule by her side. And now? Well, now she was this Elaine who had banished her evil side, whatever that meant. I wasn’t kidding when I said I don’t believe in evil. Elaine banished something within her, something destructive - for all the good that did her. Now we were all paying the price for this division.

Another section of The Library reformed before my eyes. Fortunately, so too did an arm chair. I collapsed into it and closed my eyes, my head spinning.

The Elaine I had come to know had done much to try and make up for who she had once been. But it was at times like this that I really wondered if I had come to know this Elaine, or if this was just some other kind of trick. Was what I was feeling nothing more than an infatuation with the witch that appeared in my dreams?

I took a deep breath and tried to accept this new reality. Elaine was gone again, right when I needed her the most. Perhaps she would come to me in my dreams again?

Perhaps I would tell her to go away.

I started to doze off but was awoken from my drifting by a hideous cracking noise. It reverberated around The Library and was like nothing I had ever heard before.

I stood up and looked up toward The Library’s ceiling, my heart skipping a beat. I could not see the crack or an opening. The Library didn’t exactly have a roof, so to speak. It was more of a metaphor. But I knew it was there. I could see it in my mind’s eye. Something had made that sound. Something had broken through.

“Not here,” I whispered in disbelief.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO




 

A dozen creatures plummeted from the sky. It looked like they would career right into the ground, but before they could, parts of them unfolded and they started to hover. I ran back toward the central hub of the oasis to warn the others. When I got there, they had already started the defense.

“What are they?” I asked the Librarian.

“Damn vile creatures, that’s what!” she bellowed back as she started to scale one of the nearby bookshelves. I didn’t know what she hoped to achieve, but had the vague idea that she might jump on one of them.

“Aeorankin,” said Mary, drawing her monster sword and taking flight. 

“But how did they get in?” I yelled.

“No need to worry,” said a voice. I turned to see that Mr. O’Connor was hobbling out of his tent. A very worried and rather jaded James hurried by his side. “I will see to these brats. Where is my glove? Didn’t I used to have a glove?”

“You lost that years ago, grandfather. You told me in one of your letters,” said James. 

“Did I?” asked Mr. O’Connor.

“Yes,” said James. “You said that it was destroyed in the battle of Thwartle Ridge.”

“That is a shame,” said the old wizard. “I didn’t much like that glove at first, but once you get used to becoming a bear at a moment’s notice, well, it’s hard to give up.”

The creatures were closing on our position. Darcy and Lilly appeared from between the shelves. Here and there, the refugees were gawking or taking cover. Some were preparing for battle.

As the intruders got closer, I began to make out their features. They looked and moved like a group of wasps defending a nest. The difference was, these creatures seemed to be made up partially by pale white rose petals, tinted with blushes of red. It seemed to me that whatever model these creatures had been corrupted from must have lived on a world where they had to hide among the flowers.

They still had stingers, though - deadly and vicious. They erupted from the monsters like thorns.

Mary reached them within moments. Most of the Aeorankin did not stop, but three broke away to fend off the god of death. It was clearly a struggle. Such monsters were a lot tougher than they looked, but Mary was strong and was able to slay two of them before the third ended its own life by thrusting its stinger right behind Mary’s left knee. 

She cried out and began to fall.

“They are headed for The Library’s heart!” echoed Darcy.

He was right. Even I could tell that from their trajectory.

“I can take em,” said Lilly.

“You are mad,” said Darcy. 

“Sure am,” said Lilly, though she made no move to follow up. None of us would be any match for an Aeorankin, let alone nine of them.

Then an idea came to mind. 

“Librarian!” I called. 

She was high in the shelves now, but nowhere near the Aeorankin’s flightpath.

“I need the planetary atlas,” I yelled.

“Right you are!” yelled the Librarian, leaping from her spot and landing hard on the Library’s tiled floor.

“I think I left it over hear on the mantelpiece,” she said, thundering over to the spot where we drank tea.

“They are almost there,” said Darcy urgently.

“Or perhaps I put it with the others,” pondered the Librarian.

Arrows loosed from the shelves, several of them connecting with the monsters. The refugees were mounting a defense, but the Aeorankin were unperturbed.

“Librarian!”

“No, I know where it is,” she said, putting her finger in the air. With that, she shuffled into Mr. O’Connor’s tent.

“Looks larger on the outside,” said the old wizard, watching the Librarian disappear.

Moments later, the Librarian reemerged, book in hand.

“You see, it’s funny, because-” she started, but I had not time.

I teleported to her side, grabbed the book, and then teleported to the nearest Aeorankin. I hadn’t done this before, but I had no other choice but to try. It had to work. With one hand on the floral wasp, and one hand on the planetary atlas, I willed the monster to that desolate planet I had once visited. 

With a pop, the Aeorankin disappeared from The Library.

There was no time to celebrate. Leaping from wasp to wasp, I one by one sent the creatures to the other side of the galaxy, all the while the patchy specter of The Library’s heart loomed.

I couldn’t tell what else was going on, or whether or not I would get them all through in time. All I knew was that I had to focus on the next creature. 

At last, all but one had been sent through. I teleported to my last target, grasped for it, but was too late.

The Aeorankin detonated.

The blast sent me flying backwards. The Librarian, who, it seemed, had been following after, leapt into the air, catching me moments before I would have slammed into a shelf.

The explosion flattened all the shelves for a hundred feet around. The now dented heart stuttered, then sent up a plume of pure blue flame. The flame burst for a few seconds and then stopped, leaving The Library silent once more.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE




 

The spirits simply stared. The explosion was immense and shook the whole of The Library. I shook free of the Librarian’s grasp and ran toward the epicenter of the explosion.

“Alex!” she called after me, but I did not stop.

I reached the Heart of The Library just as Darcy, and Lilly reached its opposite side. It was bad. What had once been a perfect sphere was now severely dented on one side.

The Librarian soon caught up, stopping by my side, gazing at the destruction. 

“This shouldn’t be,” she said softly.

Darcy moved forward, as if to touch it.

“Don’t!” ordered Lilly.

“I will be careful,” said the statue. After a few moments of survey, Darcy shook his head. “We are very lucky,” he said.

“Lucky?” asked the Librarian.

“Lucky to have Alex,” Darcy elaborated. “If she hadn’t removed so many of those abominations, the heart would have been destroyed. I have no doubt about that.”

“But how did they get inside in the first place? That’s what I would like to know,” said the Librarian. “The Library exists outside of time and space. It is not the sort of inside that has an outside.”

“But there is a crack,” I said, looking up to the place where I knew the damage remained.

Mary came limping into the clearing. Her leg had swollen up now, and her skin had turned an ashen color, her veins dark. She cursed to herself when she saw the heart.

“Damn things,” she said. “I could have taken them all on, if I hadn’t slipped.” Mary turned to me, her lip curling. “You did well, Keeper. Where exactly did you send the others? I have half a mind to go after them.”

“You are injured,” said Darcy.

“I have had worse, boy,” replied Mary.

I glanced at the planetary atlas I was still clutching under one arm. “I sent them to another planet. I don’t know which reality. I’m fairly sure it is a long way off though.”

“Fairly sure?” sneered Mary. “I’m fairly sure that we are all fudged.”

Except she didn’t say fudge.

I felt weak from the work of the morning, and weaker still from the fight that just unfolded. But there was no time to rest. “I need to get to the place where the ceiling is torn,” I said faintly.

“You look like you need to lie down,” said Lilly.

“There is no time,” I said. My knees threatened to fail me, and I clung to the Librarian’s arm to steady myself. “Will you take me?” I asked, looking up at her massive watery black eyes.

“I will take you,” said Mary. “We cannot afford to waste time. The others may be back any moment.”

But Mary didn’t look she was in much of a state to go anywhere either.

“Here we go, child,” said the Librarian, hosting me up onto her shoulder. Steadying me with one arm, she waddled through the flattened shelves of books and vines, leaving the dreary sight behind us.

I don’t think I remained conscious for long. When I came to, the Librarian was settling me down on an ash-covered floor.

“Somewhere up there, I think,” she said. “Though you can never quite tell with this place.”

“It’s up there,” I said, gazing up towards the shrouded distance. I smiled to the Librarian, weak as I was. “You better go. I am going to call the spirits.”

The Librarian’s lips set into a line of silent disapproval. “Be careful around them,” she said. “I know I’m always saying, but it is important not to let your guard down.”

“They won’t hurt me,” I said. “But I’ll be careful, as you say.”

With the Librarian gone, I soon felt the presence of a thousand silent faces passively gazing my way.

“We have some work to do,” I said to the nearest of the spirits. The spirit slowly gazed up toward the tear in the dimension.

“That’s right,” I said.

The spirit looked down again, meeting my gaze. Its face morphed from that creepy smiley emoji to a sad face.

The blood in my veins turned to ice.

“It wasn’t me,” I said. “We were under attack. I need you to heal up the rift before they come back.”

Looking about, I could see that the other spirits had adopted the same look. 

“Please,” I said desperately.

Then, one by one, the spirits took flight, spiraling towards the rift. Soon after, I felt my energy begin to drain, as the spirits did their work repairing the damage. It was all I could manage not to black out. I had never been so tired, so worn in all my life. But what choice did I have? If I gave in to oblivion, those Aeorankin could be back in moments, and there was no way we would be able to fend them off again. Not without Elaine.

My mind drifted to the witch and the circumstances of her departure. It was distracting, and I forced myself to re-focus on the problems at hand. If only I wasn’t so tired. I just needed to stay awake long enough for the spirits to complete their work. That’s all that mattered.




***




When I awoke, I was alone, sprawled in the ash, staring at the ceiling. My first thought was one of confusion, my second thought was one of panic.

I sat upright, looking about for the spirits, but they were nowhere to be found. How much time had passed? It can’t have been long, or the others would have come looking for me, surely. I cast my senses up toward the rift in the ceiling and breathed a sigh of relief.

The spirits had done what I feared was impossible. They had healed the damage in the metaphorical ceiling. It was still a weak point, I could tell that much, but perhaps it would heal further with time. For now, The Library’s protections had been re-established.

I closed my eyes and fell once more into a dreamless slumber.




***




I wasn’t much use to anyone for a few days after that. I had taxed my body and soul further than I ever had before. The refugee colony, however, was a buzz of excitement as more and more of their home worlds were found within the pages. Some groups were awaiting my recovery so that I could see them through. Without Elaine and her portals, it was back to the good old-fashioned library magic to take people into the books. Other groups had a lot to debate. In many cases, it was not possible for people to return to their world in exactly the same time-line. The readers did their best to find contemporary books, but for some worlds only historical stories or science fiction had been found. Some wanted to do all they could to get out of The Library, no matter what the destination. Others couldn’t bear the thought of never seeing their loved ones again. These people said that they would rather wait until the right book was found and stay in The Library in the meantime.

For obvious reasons, it was the Librarian’s preference that people return to their own time, even their own books, if possible. This had come from a lifetime of trying to avoid such anomalies. Even now, with the multiverse in tatters, she still held closely to her ways. But the Librarian was anxious to get The Library back to herself again, so to speak. She liked people, she just didn’t like being around them, and certainly not so many of them.

I spent much of my time resting up in a nook I found. It consisted of an over-sized circular daybed, beige and soft. It was partially covered over by a shelf of books containing some of the most ancient volumes I had ever seen. A flowering vine had taken hold here, and sprays of violet flowers erupted at intervals. Built within the nook was one of the Library’s portal windows. It looked out over a tranquil valley. I spent hours just watching the clouds roll on by as the light changed. I wondered what kinds of creatures lived by the distant river below. 

Lost in thought, I hardly noticed Lilly approach. I therefore got quite a fright when she landed heavily by my side.

“I’m bored,” she proclaimed, stealing one of my pillows and laying with her hands behind her head.

“Sheesh,” I said, recovering from the shock.

“That too,” said Lilly. “I always thought the apocalypse would be more interesting than this. I mean, The Library couldn’t even muster a decent sepia toned sky. And what’s with all the talking animals?”

“You said you thought they were cute,” I reminded her.

“Well, they are,” said Lilly. “Just don’t tell them that. It is far easier to praise a creature for its cuteness when it doesn’t talk back. I had one hedgehog-like guy stare at me blankly and say that I was weird.”

I snorted a laugh.

“It was embarrassing!” said Lilly, hitting my arm.

“And as for Darcy,” she continued. “He is a shell of the man he used to be.”

So that’s where this was going. I sighed and prepared myself for some solid listening.

“It’s always, ‘my former self’ this, and ‘I have seen eternity’ that,” said Lilly, impersonating Darcy’s husky voice.

Worried the golem might appear at any moment, I shot Lilly a look. 

“Don’t worry,” she said. “He is off ranging, trying to find which pile of ash is the restricted section.”

“That sounds like Darcy,” I said.

“And that’s exactly it,” said Lilly. “He sounds like Darcy. He does Darcy-like things. But he isn’t - you know. He just isn’t-”

And then the tears started to flow.

“I’m trying,” said Lilly between sobs. “I really am. I am so glad that he isn’t dead, or gone forever, or whatever. But I’m sixteen, for goodness’ sake. I’m not supposed to worry about chipping a tooth every time I hug my boyfriend.”

“You’re sixteen?” I asked.

“I think so. I don’t know. I spent a lot of time in the Cheathr Ark before it was overrun by mer-people. I may even be seventeen. But that’s not the point!”

“I know,” I said.

“It’s like I have him back, but he isn’t really him anymore. And what am I supposed to do? Dump him? He literally came back from the dead for me. I prayed, you know that? Me. Lilly Bennett actually tried to contact a deity. And now I’m the spoon who is crying ‘cos her prayers were answered. I sometimes wonder whether Darcy would have been happier if Elaine left him in the afterlife.”

“Have you spoken to Darcy about all this?” I asked.

Lilly gave me the, ‘no I haven’t asked my boyfriend if he would rather be dead,’ look.

“Good point.”

Lilly rallied herself and smiled, tears still wending down her cheek. “I’m fine, really I’m fine. All things considered. It’s just, sometimes-”

And then the sobs were back, followed by laughter, sniffs, and more sobs. Lilly really was a special sort of human.




***




This time I had only two passengers. An otter mother and her little girl otter. The rest of their group were holding out for the right time-line, but the older otter had found a passage back to the days of her youth, and wanted to raise her daughter there. They had no real connections in their own time anyway, and at least this way they would be going somewhere familiar.

“Are you ready?” I asked.

“Yup!” said the otter child, taking my hand.

The mother looked worried, but placed a hand on my shoulder. I began to read.




The milkshake bar was quiet for a Saturday night...




This was my third jump for the day. Gradually, The Library was starting to get less and less populated. There were still well over a thousand refugees, but with more leaving every day, and there being so much more library to occupy, things were not as cramped as they once were.

I knew something wasn’t right, the instant we landed.

The little girl screamed.

“Hold on!” I bellowed as I fumbled with the book. We found ourselves in an open field, but this open field was floating in the sky. We had come to Aeoran’s domain.

“This isn’t my home,” said the otter mother.

“I don’t know what went wrong!” I said. “We are going back.”

Another sky island slammed into this one, knocking us off our feet. Scrambling, I opened the book to the first chapter, and we began our journey back to The Library.

“What happened?” asked the Librarian as she bounded knuckles to the ground to our location. 

“I don’t know. The book seems fine, but it took me to - it was Aeoran’s domain.”

“I was afraid of this,” said the Librarian. “It is called a conjoining.”

“What is that?”

“It is when worlds start to leave their dimensional orbit, start to form one great mass.”

“You mean this might be happening to other worlds too?”

“If I am right, then almost certainly,” said the Librarian.

“There is only one way to find out,” I said, scrambling for the nearest shelf.

“Alex, don’t be reckless!” bellowed the Librarian.

I scarcely heard her as I was already falling into the pages. 

Immediately, I was assaulted by a biting cold. It seemed I had just landed on a frozen mountain side.

But this frozen mountainside was floating through nothingness.

What followed was a rapid secession of shattered worlds, all in that terrible place. With each fall, I became more and more desperate. After the tenth, I started to panic.

The Librarian, who had been unable to stop me, tried to recruit Darcy, but he was on my side. We needed more data.

“Again?” he asked as I returned from another island.

I nodded. Then I was struck with a thought that twisted my stomach. “What about my world? Oh no, please tell me it is safe.”

“The Keeper’s own world is protected by powerful magic,” said the Librarian, repeating a phase she had used many times before.

“How powerful?” asked Darcy.

“I have to see,” I said, pulling out Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland as fast as my hands could move.

“I’ll come too,” said Darcy.

I shook my head. Before he could protest, I was falling into the pages.

I landed in my bedroom. It looked just as I had left it. How much time had passed since I was last here? It was always difficult to say when it came to The Library. There were instances where time matched up perfectly, one moment here was one moment there. Then there were times when The Library was like a downwind world - no time passing whatsoever.

I walked silently to the window, almost afraid of what I might see outside. I pushed back the curtains, allowing the warm light of day to pour in.

No islands.

No empty darkness.

Just suburban Torbay.

In the distance, a dog was barking. A kid peddled passed on his bike, hurrying along on some errand. My home was safe.

For now.

Relieved, I reluctantly returned to The Library. Home was too comfortable. If I stayed much longer, I would surely stay forever.

Darcy was in my face again the moment I got back. “Well?” he demanded.

“Safe and sound,” I said. This was a good thing, but there was so much more to worry about. “Librarian, what does it mean that all the stories are running together?”

“It means the end is coming,” said a voice so old it was practically geology.

I turned to see Mr. O’Connor fumbling his way forward, leaning heavily on a gnarly old staff.

“It means nothing of the sort,” retorted the Librarian. “It just means we have another sort of challenge on our hands.” Her tone was not at all convincing.

“We cannot hide from the truth,” said Mr. O’Connor.

“It is a terrible truth,” I said.

“It has its upsides,” said Mary. I don’t know how long she had been listening in, but she stepped out from behind an oak tree that had inexplicably sprung up near the center of the oasis. “With all the worlds in one place, we can more easily establish lines of communication.”

“And you want to take on Aeoran directly?” asked Darcy.

“Maybe,” said Mary. She limped forward and tossed something to me. I caught it, miracles of miracles. “I have received a transmission”

“What am I looking at?” I asked.

“A communication device,” said Mary. “I had a crew once. They got lost in the multiverse before your return and I have not heard from them - until now.”

“Olek and the others?” asked Darcy.

“The message comes from Olek himself,” said Mary.

I tried to read the message, but the writing was foreign to me.

“He is being kept in a Pagalan prison,” explained Mary. “What would you say to a rescue mission, Keeper? The Pagalans, it seems, have requested a diplomatic audience. Not exactly my strength.”

I looked to Darcy, who seemed familiar with this person called Olek. “They are a good crew,” said Darcy. “They may not be able to take on Aeoran themselves, but they would certainly be more use to us if they weren’t locked up.”

“Sounds like an adventure!” said Mr. O’Connor gleefully.

Mary gave the old wizard a disparaging look. “They may not have much time,” she said after a moment.

I nodded. 

“Excellent,” said Mr. O’Connor. “Now, has anyone seen my glove?”


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR




 

We landed among the ruins of a medieval era castle. It took some convincing, but eventually we dissuaded Mr. O’Connor from coming along. It was not that I didn’t think he still had power in him. On the contrary, I was sure he was capable of a great deal. But his memory lapses were getting worse, and none of us wanted anything to happen to our old friend. These days he spent as much time recovering from some illness or other as he did up and about. He listened to James more than the rest of us and only agreed to stay if James went in his place. James, though reluctant to leave his grandfather’s side, obviously preferred going himself to putting Mr. O’Connor at risk.

So that made our company five. James and I, Lilly and Darcy, and Mary.

“House Steth,” said Lilly, reading an inscription beneath a stone carved coat of arms. “Dignity and honor,” she continued. “More like decay and ruin, though I doubt that would have been quite such a compelling family motto.”

“These tapestries are not old,” said Darcy, studying the nearest woven wall hanging. “It seems likely the castle was only recently abandoned.”

“Interesting,” said Kuyr, his face pressed to the glass of his prison.

“What does it matter,” said Mary, flicking the little demon. “They are dead and gone. We have more important matters to attend to.”

“The dead still deserve respect,” said Lilly with a half glance toward Darcy. 

Darcy, it seemed, got her meaning, but was not cheered by the comment.

We made our way down crumbled stone stairs and out into the main courtyard. The sky was dark, but we could see other islands high above, drifting across the heavens like slow-moving aircraft.

Mary looked concerned. “I cannot fly that far,” she said.

“Too far for me too,” I said. “James?”

“Oh,” said James, nervous as always to be talking with the god of death. “No. That is to say, yes. It is too far for me.”

Mary growled.

“Perhaps we can find something closer nearer the edge of this island?” I suggested.

“Perhaps,” said Mary, though she didn’t seem optimistic. 

We trekked across the ruined grounds of the castle, pressing on into the woods. Though it took more effort than usual, I was able to summon a small sprite of fire from the flame dimension to light our way. It was not strong, but was supported by the soft purple light of Lilly’s pendant. This island was much larger than those I had seen previously. It seemed that the great conjoining had led to a different sort of island than those created by Aeoran’s own destruction.

At length, we reached the island’s edge. Here the forest abruptly ended. Several trees were clinging to the edge of the cliff, teetering on the edge of oblivion. Nearby, a willow hung majestically over the night, mocking the insatiable force of gravity, as willows the multiverse over often do.

I gazed out over the expanse. In the distance, I could see another island. This one was forested, but that forest was ablaze, sending up a great pillar of smoke to the incomprehensible heavens.

“Those damn wasps,” cursed Mary. “Had I my full strength, I would make easy work of this distance. But now? Olek is just as far from us as before.”

“Perhaps we should turn back now,” said Darcy. “Before Aeoran notices our presence.”

“There has to be a way,” I said, scanning the skies. 

Then I spotted something moving in the darkness, and it was coming closer.

“What is that?” asked Lilly, who had spotted the object at roughly the same time.

“It appears to be some kind of ship,” said James, a puzzled look on his face.

“Lionkin?” I asked.

“Um, not that sort of ship,” said James.

“No,” said Darcy, the barest hint of emotion in his voice. He almost sounded happy. “I don’t believe it.”

Soon the ship was close enough to see clearly. Dozens of small creatures were running backwards and forwards on the deck, manning the sales, rowing the oars. Near the rear of the ship was a tall figure of a man, steering the ship by its great wooden wheel. When he was close, he made a few quick strides to the portside railing and removed his hat.

“Ahoy there!” he bellowed, pulling up to our location.

“I’ll be damned,” said Darcy. “It’s Willoughby.”


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


 

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE




 

“Watch it,” said one of the goblins as I stepped aboard the Mary Anne. A puzzled look came into the creature’s eye. “Haven’t I threatened you before?”

“Get away from them, Getha,” said Willoughby. “I’m terribly sorry about all this,” he said to me, all politeness, before turning on his crew mate again. “I mean it!”

Mary turned her nose up at everything she saw. “I don’t get it,” she said. “How is it able to traverse the skies? This is but a ship, is it not? Designed for rivers and oceans.”

“That is a long story,” said Willoughby. He was dressed as I had seen him before, every bit the English gentleman. He certainly didn’t look like he had just been sailing through the apocalypse. “I don’t believe I have had the pleasure,” he said to Mary, taking her hand and kissing it.

Mary simply stared at her hand, eyes wide.

“Enchanted,” Willoughby added with a wink.

“Did she just blush?” whispered Lilly in my ear. “I swear she just blushed. I’m just not sure if I ship them, you know?”

“Lilly,” I said flatly. “Don’t.”

“You get it?”

“Yes, I get it.”

“Ship them.”

“Yes, Lilly.”

“Because we are on a ship.”

“I understood.”

“And ship has two meanings.”

“Very clever, Lilly.”

“I also tell jokes,” she added with an air of pride.

“Darcy, my old friend,” said Willoughby. “You haven’t changed a bit.”

“Willoughby,” said Darcy in tones of friendly warning.

“Stony face, heroic stance, surrounded by women. That’s Darcy.”

“I’m James,” said James in a manner that proved that he wasn’t used to introducing himself to anyone.

Willoughby gave the boy an incredulous look. “So you are,” he said. “Welcome, welcome. Won’t you all come inside? I’ll have Smith start the tea.”

Smith, the slightly annoyed looking gentleman I had seen on the Mary Anne before, was standing at some remove from the rest of us. At Willoughby’s comment, he sighed and stepped toward the ship’s main cabin.

Shortly afterward, Willoughby led us in, talking as he went. “I must apologize for my surly crew. I don’t usually take so many on board, but, with the end of the world and everything, we came to an agreement.”

“An agreement?” asked Darcy.

“Yes. An agreement. If they stop trying to kill me in my sleep, I will stop trying to leave them behind at every opportunity. You see, they have taken it into their heads that the Mary Anne is property of their king. It doesn’t seem to matter to them that their king left off months back, they still hold on to the claim like it was the most important thing.”

“Gormfull?” I asked, remembering my previous run-ins with the goblins of Avonheim.

“That’s the one. Very strange head. We parted ways in Rend some time ago. Amicably, I might add. Wish he had taken this lot with him. They are quite the infestation. I must say, Miss Reed, you are a sight for sore eyes. It is not often that a sailor like myself is confronted with such beauty.”

“OK,” I said.

“Yes, rather,” said Willoughby, unsure what was meant by my reply.

Our host made sure we were comfortable, providing tea and biscuits. Most of us had been entertained by Willoughby before. Mary and James, however, had no idea what to make of the man.

“You must tell me,” started Darcy. “How did you come to be sailing the great expanse? Your timing was right on point.”

“You know me, ol’ chap. I make a habit of traversing all time and space. It is the secret to my vigor. As it would happen, this great expanse, as you call it, happens to be the place where I first found the Mary Anne all those years ago. I didn’t know then that it was the end of the world, but I suppose all the signs were there. As for finding you? Purely by chance, I can assure you.” He then turned to me in particular. “Providence, perhaps.”

“OK,” I said.

“To where do you sail?” asked Mary.

“Ordinarily, to wherever the tides of time take me. Today? Well, that entirely depends on you, fair lady.”

“We are on the trail of some lost friends,” said Darcy. “Mary has the approximate co-ordinates. We were unable to find a world closer than this one. The Library, well, it has seen better days.”

“Leave it to me,” said Willoughby. “I will find this errant world for you.”

“We will need to return here,” I said. “My key will only work on the world we traveled into.”

“You call that floating castle a world?” asked Willoughby.

“It was a world once,” said Darcy. “We still hope to restore it.”

“Do you indeed?” asked Willoughby, rising an eyebrow. “Well, who am I to say that you cannot. But I feel encumbered to hint, I think it is my duty to say, that I have never traveled to a time beyond this one before. In all my travels, this seems to be where everything ends up.”

This comment pained me. “We have to try,” I said, in defiance of my sinking feelings.

“Then try we shall,” said Willoughby.




***




We sailed through that empty place for several hours. From the deck of the Mary Anne, I watched each island as it came into view and then disappeared into the distance. During our journey, I saw deserts, seas, castles, high schools, even a park with a set of swings and an old metal slide. From time to time, I saw signs of habitation on the islands. At first I thought it was just my imagination, but soon there was no mistaking it. Despite everything, people were still trying to make their lives work, here in this place teetering on the edge of absurdity.

At last, Mr. Smith informed us that we were approaching our destination. Mr. Smith was just as tidily dressed as the captain of this ship, but not as richly. His cloak and suit were brown, and he wore a bowler hat. “Do you work as Mr. Willoughby’s butler?” asked Lilly as he turned to go.

“No,” said Mr. Smith. “I am his attorney.” With that, he ambled back toward the main cabin, muttering to himself.

Soon the island came to view. It was a large island, much larger than any we had yet passed, and yet its entire surface was made up of one great sprawling building. If this was not spectacle enough, looming behind the complex was a starship so large that it must have been almost a third the size of the island itself.

“I guess we get to find out what Pagalan forces are,” said Lilly. “Not to mention who this mysterious Olek person is. Just how long were we out of it for, anyway?”

“Too long,” I said.

After much shouting and a rapid succession of orders, Willoughby maneuvered the Mary Anne to what appeared to be a wharf. It seemed Willoughby was not the only one sailing in this place. There were figures making their way towards us, and they seemed to be carrying weapons.

“Keep the engine warm,” said Darcy as we stepped off the boat.

“My dear fellow, I have no idea what that means,” said Willoughby.

“This shouldn’t take long,” said Mary, drawing her blade and examining its edge critically.

“An armed woman,” said Willoughby. “How frightening.”

Mary just smiled.

“Diplomacy first,” I said as we walked up the wharf.

“Mary is the most diplomatic person I know,” said Lilly.

“It is true,” said Mary. “My methods are, how to put it, to the point.”

“Nice,” said Lilly.

Soon, the Pagalan forces came into view. They were short, armored like space marines, and looked, for all the world, like penguins.

“We have been expecting you,” squawked their leader as his forces surrounded us.

“The sentiment is not mutual,” said Lilly.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




 

“The Pagalans are a race of battle penguins,” explained Darcy as we were escorted towards their facility. It was icy cold here, suggesting that this world was once frozen over.

“I mean, yeah,” said Lilly. “I can see that. But, I mean, you might have said something.”

“And miss this look on your face?” asked Darcy. The comment was lighthearted, but neither his tone nor his face betrayed any emotion.

“It was certainly surprising. I will never look at penglings the same way.”

“Penguins,” corrected Darcy.

“How about you say it your way, I say it my way,” said Lilly, “how ‘bout that?” 

“Would you cease the nonsense,” hissed Mary. “Our situation is dire. We should have attacked them with all force.”

“I will not fight with the pengling,” said Lilly. “I am friend to the pengling.”

Our path took us through a sort of city. We saw many of the Pagalan peoples marching this way and that on hidden battle penguin errands. At no time did I see any of their people unarmed. This was a warrior people, and they had us surrounded and at their mercy.

I felt vulnerable. It was not often that I was in a place with so little possibility of escape. I found myself wishing that we had spent longer trying to find one of the books that would lead to this world. But Mary had been so insistent that we move in haste.

My regrets were interrupted by a familiar voice.

“Keeper,” said the voice, before its owner leaped from the roof of a nearby building, landing with ease on the street below.

The company stopped and allowed the girl to approach. It was Brunhilda, the Anglo-Saxon warrior who I had last seen knocking me out before she stole my key to The Library. She looked older now, almost as old as Lilly and I. She seemed uncharacteristically cheerful. I wondered if the apocalypse had been treating her well, or something. Sil flew down to follow by her side. The little fairy looked just the same as she had when I first saw her rampaging through my living room. She did not seem to share in Brunhilda’s levity. If anything, she seemed troubled and sad.

“What are you doing here?” I asked as she joined us. I was at a complete loss as to how a little girl from my own world’s ancient past could possibly be hanging out with an army of space penguins.

“Relax, Keeper,” said Brunhilda. “You and I can leave the past where it is. It is thanks to me that these strange little people have not killed you.”

One of the nearby Pagalan glanced over at Brunhilda at this remark, but said nothing.

“You know this human?” asked Mary.

“Sort of,” said Lilly. “She kind of periodically turns up. She is trying to time travel her people back home. It doesn’t usually work out.”

“I see,” said Mary, regarding the little warrior with suspicion.

“You will be wondering just how Sil and I came to be here? It is a long tale, Keeper, and I won’t bore you with the details. Suffice to say that our journey began with my thanes and I trying to return to our ancient homeland.”

“Are your thanes here too?” I asked.

Brunhilda nodded. “They will be pleased to see you, I think. There are several who were not too happy with me when they found out I robbed you.”

“Hmm,” I said, not knowing how to respond to her. Hank periodically shouted warning signals up at me, and I did my best to keep my distance.

“How long have you been lost here?” asked Darcy. It was he who discovered Brunhilda’s plight first, all that time ago. Her and her family were trapped beneath a hill. I would never have been able to save them if not for Darcy’s encouragement.

“A few months, maybe less,” said Brunhilda. “This is the kind of place where you sort of have to stay once you get here. The only way out we found was to go to Rend. Needless to say, I do not like going to Rend.”

“Rend is intact?” I asked.

“Incredibly, yes. The only place, I think.”

“I’m James,” said James.

Brunhilda ignored him.

The battle penguins led us inside the star-port, through the Pagalan customs area, which was long out of use, and toward the starship I had seen docked at the back of the island. 

As we entered, Mary became agitated. “I don’t like this,” she said, fingering the hilt of her blade.

“Agreed,” said Darcy.

“I will try my luck on my own,” said Mary. 

Before I could object, she had pushed her way through the Pagalan line and was sprinting down the corridor.

The battle penguins all moved as one, raising their weapons. “Essern tar,” said Brunhilda in an apparent attempt at the Pagalan language.

Reluctantly, the soldiers lowered their weapon.

“They are just going to let her go like that?” asked Darcy incredulously.

“Just this way, Keeper. Yes, Mr. Knight. The Pagalan are very careful about who they quarrel with.”

We stepped into a corridor, beyond which was a courtyard, well lit and open. A series of turbo-doors lined the far side.

There was a loud buzzing noise.

“No!” bellowed Darcy, suddenly in full movement.

An energy field lowered in front of us and behind. The Pagalan all stepped through before it closed, as did Brunhilda and Sil. Darcy thudded on the walls, enraged.

Brunhilda smirked. “And the Pagalan are very careful not to quarrel with Empress Vicious,” she said. With that, she turned and strode toward the turbo doors. One of them opened for her and she was soon gone from sight.

Sil flew right up to the energy field, guilt dominating her looks. ‘Sorry,’ she mouthed, before turning and flying after her companion.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN




 

“Gnorts,” said Lilly. “Surely we could have seen that one coming.”

“What are they going to do to us?” asked James, who was fast developing a particular aversion to battle penguins.

“I don’t think you are the one they want,” I said, watching Sil disappear.

“Well, that’s something,” said James, somewhat relived.

“Vicious will be trying to capture Alex,” said Darcy. 

“But why?” asked Lilly. “She broke into The Library easily enough before. It’s not as though she needs the key.”

“Maybe,” said Darcy. “Though we do not know how much power it took for her to get in or how much she labored. People have spoken of her actions as chaotic and impulsive, but I am not so sure.”

“Even if she takes me, she will not be able to use the key. Only the Keeper can use it,” I said.

“What about former Keepers?” asked Lilly. “Remember the white woman of Baast? From what you told me, she is more willing to help Vicious than Elaine. They are still sisters, after all.”

“True,” I said. “All in the name of compromise.”

“Compromise is important,” said James stoically.

“Not when it means sacrificing one world to save another,” I said.

There was a sharp zapping sound, and a rich odor filled the space. Darcy had just tried to punch the energy field. He looked down at his fist. It was still smoldering. Part of the stone had melted, scarring his hand. He tried to flex his fingers, but they wouldn’t go all the way.

“Great,” he said sadly.

“Why did you go and do a thing like that?” asked Lilly. “Now you are going to have to spend eternity with a gammy hand.”

Darcy looked at her in silent sadness and then sat against the wall.

“Oh shoot,” said Lilly. “I didn’t mean it, I’m sure we can get the old wizard to have a look at it.”

I wandered over to the energy field behind us and looked out. Several of the battle penguins were standing watch. They did not look in the least bit interested in what we were doing and yet seemed highly attentive to all that was going on. 

“Much larger than the ones in the zoo,” said James conversationally.

“Zoos are prisons,” I said.

“Oh,” said James. “Yes. I suppose they are. Bars and everything. Or glass. I have to say, the penguins I saw did look they would be happier in the Antarctic. Suppose they couldn’t request a transfer.”

“No.”

There was a crash outside, followed by another. One of the Pagalan soldiers touched his ear-piece and then squawked something to his neighbor. They then parted, taking up defensive positions around the corridors.

“We are saved!” said James.

He spoke too soon.

From down the corridor came a company of Pagalan, all wrestling with their one captive: Mary. She was restrained by an energy chain that pulsated much like the field that was keeping us in. The battle penguins should have had the situation under control, but they did not count on Mary’s tenacity.

“I am the watcher in the shadows!” she screeched, before kicking another of her captives across the hall. He crashed into the wall, his power armor sparking. “Death would be a mercy when I am done with you!” she bellowed, clawing at another of her captors with one of her massive talons.

“Oh boy,” said Kuyr.

She resisted well, but foot by foot, she was getting closer to our energy prison. Finally, two Pagalan soldiers marched up behind her, massive energy tridents in their hands. They plunged the tridents into her back, shocking her to the ground. With their captor quieted, the remaining battle penguins maneuvered her limp body toward our cell, throwing her at last. The energy field flickered to allow her in.

We all parted to avoid being squashed by the death god.

The fall must have awoken Mary, as she was moments later on her feet and preparing an assault on the energy field. Fortunately for her, Darcy grabbed a hold of one of her wings before she could try anything.

She spun about, looking at him with all the fury of a thousand damned souls.

The look gave me chills and would continue to haunt me for some time after.

Darcy held up his deformed hand for Mary to see. “Tried that already,” he said.

Mary’s look did not dull in intensity, but she ceased her attack, opting instead to growl and throw menacing glares at our poker-faced guards.

Force was not our only option when it came to escape. Both James and I had ways of moving across distances, he with his portals and me with my library magic. We soon discovered, however, that James was unable to produce so much as a spark with his staff.

“I don’t understand it,” he whispered conspiratorially. “It’s always worked before.”

My luck did not fare much better. I knew we would only have one shot at escaping by teleportation, and it would require everyone to come with me at once. If I tried it on my own, there was a chance that the Pagalan soldiers would be able to recapture me and find a way to disable me. After some debate, we settled on an alcove just a short way back the way we came as the escape destination. With that decided, I had everyone place a hand on my shoulders.

I focused on the ledge.

Nothing happened.

I focused harder.

Still nothing.

I closed my eyes and envisioned us all manifesting beyond the barrier. When I opened them, we were still imprisoned.

Mary growled and slumped back down against the cell wall.

“You gave it your all,” said Lilly. “I guess we were just not meant to get out of here alive.”

“Thanks,” I said.

We waited in that prison cell for some time. There was not much to be seen from here, but the occasional comings and goings of battle penguins.

“I never thought I would describe a pengling as grim,” said Lilly, as she watched them watch her. “But now I am having difficulty imagining a pengling as happy. What do you think they do in their spare time?”

“Apart from menace teenagers?” I asked.

“No, you are right. That is hobby enough,” said Lilly.

Mary broke the silence a short while later. “They never had my crew,” she said. “The signal from Olek was counterfeited. It seems they have been planning this for some time.”

“What do you think happened to them?” asked James, doing his best to sound brave in the face of the scary lady.

“Dead,” said Mary. “Their worlds torn to pieces by the untamed forces of chaos.”

“Oh,” said James.

The turbo-doors opened and Brunhilda stepped out, accompanied by two Lionkin guards. She exchanged words with them, and they entered the courtyard, taking up positions on either side of the door. Sil was nowhere to be seen.

“How would you like me to remove your spine?” snarled Mary.

“Colorful,” said the girl. “But not necessary. I have no need of you. Keeping you here is a precaution.”

“It is an invitation for vengeance,” said Mary, the skin around her eyes darkening.

“Yes,” said Brunhilda, clearly affected by the threat. “I have just come to say goodbye, Keeper. This ship will soon reach the local portal to Rend.”

“We’ve been flying the whole time?” asked Lilly.

Brunhilda ignored her. “I feel honor-bound to tell you why I am doing this,” she said.

“You have no honor,” said Darcy, his voice a whisper.

“Let me speak!” snapped Brunhilda. “I act in accordance with what I believe to be right. The opinions of others do not concern me.”

She said this as if trying to shore up her courage.

“The Empress has promised me command of my own world in exchange for the Keeper. You must understand, all I ever wanted was to return to my time. If you had allowed me passage, then I would not have to do this.”

“You do not have to do anything,” said Darcy.

“For my people, I must!” said Brunhilda. “In this new world, I will restore the kingdom of old. We shall become a true power in the multiverse and take our place as one of the great peoples.”

“And what of the people who currently live in this world of yours?” asked Lilly.

“They will be given provision suitable to their station,” said Brunhilda. “But they will remain subservient to me and my people.”

“Honorable slavery,” said Lilly. “What will they think of next.”

Brunhilda was becoming red in the face. I could see that she honestly thought that what she was doing was for the best. She probably had surrounded herself with people who thought similarly to herself. She was, after all, medieval in her ways. It shouldn’t have been surprising that we would not see eye to eye.

And yet.

It had been years since she left her homeland, years that she had roamed the multiverse. Our objections, while unimportant according to her own ethics, impacted her on some level.

Anger was the only way she could escape the discomfort, it seemed.

“I have said my peace, Keeper. Farewell to you. Farewell, Darcy. We were going to build a statue of you to honor your death. I see that you have already done that yourself. Goodbye.”

With that, she turned on her heel and marched purposefully back to the turbo-doors.

“See you soon,” said Mary.

The room fell silent but for the soft hum of the energy fields. Brunhilda had said that the starship was moving. I tried to sense some of that movement, but for all I could tell we were still docked at that icy space-port.

I didn’t know what was coming next. Didn’t know if Vicious would let me live or kill me on sight. And my friends? I strongly suspected that they were expendable. I looked about the cell. Everyone seemed so exhausted. I wondered if they were simply waiting for all this to be over, for the worlds to succumb to chaos, for a chance to finally rest.

I wondered if, in my heart of hearts, that’s what I wanted too. Then I pictured Aeoran in my mind, Aeoran as I had seen him in his domain. I felt such certainty there, a certainty that I would defeat him at last. That we would defeat him together. If I could feel certainty there, then surely I could find courage here too?

I sat down next to Lilly, leaned against the wall, and closed my eyes. When I opened them again, the courtyard beyond had been dimmed. It seemed that even battle penguins appreciated a day and night cycle. Bands of soft blue light illuminated the scene. I stood up, stretching out my stiff back. It seemed to me that the others were all asleep or otherwise resting. I wasn’t even sure that Mary or Darcy did sleep, but they both were unmoving and Mary had her eyes closed.

I walked to the edge of our cage and peered through the energy field. In the dim light, I could still make out the Pagalan soldiers, standing guard, their eyes ever alert.

But then I saw something else.

Another soft light descended on the scene. I didn’t know what I was looking at at first, and just watched it as it danced around. It hovered for a time in front of our guards and then started towards me. As it got closer, I saw that this was not some random point of light, but a little person.

With wings.

“Sil?” I whispered.

She flew right up to the energy field, hovering at eye level.

“I just wanted to say thank you,” she said, her voice a squeak in the night. “You know, for caring for me when you did. It was kind.”

Then the energy field dropped on both sides.

“You are letting as go?” I asked.

“Run,” said the fairy.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT




 

An alarm blared, throbbing, piercing, demanding.

“Get up!” I yelled, shaking Lilly. 

She looked at me, vaguely annoyed, looked at the now absent energy field, and then leaped to her feet.

Moments later, we were rushing passed the guards. Caught, as they were, by some fairy magic, they did not seem to notice us hurtling down the corridor, but kept their eyes fixed on the cell.

Sil probably could not enchant the whole ship, and we soon came up against the full force of battle penguin armaments.

We bolted through a crossroads, laser fire bearing down on our position. A battalion of Pagalan soldiers gathered to block our escape. They were cautious with their fire, presumably to avoid accidentally killing me - or destroying my Keeper’s key.

“How is that staff of yours?” Mary asked James, who was panting for breath even after a short distance.

“I’ll see,” he said.

“Get me behind their line,” said Mary, preparing herself.

James stopped, twirled his staff about, and slammed the end into the ground. A portal flickered into life and Mary jumped on through.

Shrugging, Lilly jumped in after and the rest of us followed.

Once through, I turned to see that Mary was making short work of the battalion. The portal had caught them completely off guard, and death gods, as you can imagine, can be unmatched in their cruelty.

“May I ask a question?” asked James, panting.

“Wasn’t that a question?” snarked Lilly.

“Where exactly are we running to? We are on a ship, aren’t we?”

“Kind of focusing on the running away at the moment, dude,” said Lilly. “You do have a point though.”

“The hanger,” said Darcy. His voice was paper thin as always, but it did not seem like he was out of breath. It was then that I realized that he wasn't breathing at all.

An eerie thought.

“The hanger?” asked Lilly. “Because you are koala-fied to fly a ship?”

“I can work it out,” said Darcy.

“It’s this way,” said Mary, flying over us on wings of terror. It seemed that her lust for battle had eased the discomfort in her leg where she was stung by the Aeorankin. At any rate, she seemed as blood crazed as I had seen her during previous battles. It honestly creeped me out.

We followed after the terror of the night as she led the way down the corridor. Every so often we were confronted by another group of battle penguins, but Mary soon cleared our way.

A turbo-door opened to reveal a vast open space which, to my surprise, was alive with the sounds of battle.

“They are under attack?” asked Darcy, scanning the area.

It was then that I saw a trio of goblins swing from above, sparks flying from the cable they had hacked into for use as a rope. They landed on one of the Pagalan soldiers and took him down, spears wild. An energy blast rocketed into one of the goblins, who tumbled limply away. One of his fellows turned to the attacker and screamed, growing in size to about ten feet as he did so. The now gargantuan creature stomped forward, picking up penguins left and right and tossing them about the place.

There was the sound of gunfire as Willoughby and Smith came darting into view. Smith, it seemed, was uncommonly good at shooting a rifle. He may have been even better had his weapon not been manufactured in the nineteenth century.

“Good of you all to show up,” said Willoughby. “It has been quite an engaging morning.”

Though we were inside a ship, Mary still somehow managed to make the sky go dark . Some Pagalan soldiers were finally starting to develop a healthy fear of her menacing looks and ominous wing’d shadow.

“So I see,” said Darcy. “The Mary Anne?”

“Just by the gaping hole in the back. You can’t miss it,” said Willoughby.

“Howdy, captain!” said Lilly.

“Yes, howdy,” said Willoughby, the word awkward with his English accent. “And a how do you do to you, Miss Reed.”

I smiled, went to touch a hat that I wasn’t wearing, was overcome with the feelings of awkwardness, and turned away.

“On you go,” said Smith. He was in his element. “We will cover your retreat.”

Darcy led the way, followed shortly after by the near distraught James, then Lilly and I followed too. Mary, it seemed, was suddenly not so keen on leaving.

True to Willoughby’s word, the Mary Anne was moored at the back of the ship, a blast hole some twenty feet wide betrayed where Willoughby had unleashed some weapon.

A group of goblins ushered us on board, one of them whistling when were safe and sound. Smith and Willoughby followed after, turning to fire, reload, and fire again. Mary flew over them just as they clambered on board.

“Hoist the mainsail!” called Willoughby. He turned to me and said through breaths, “I don’t think any of them know a mainsail from a rudder, but it is fun to yell. Man the oars!”

The goblins got the message: get them out of there.

The Mary Anne creaked and moaned as it dislodged itself from steel and carbon fiber.

There was a thud, thud, thud, as the gargantuan goblin came sprinting up the way. He leaped into the air, landing with a roll on the ship’s deck, somehow returning to normal size again as he rolled. The goblin sat up and whacked his head a few times, confused. 

“Blimey,” said Lilly. “I wish I could do that on command.”

“We are not out of danger yet,” said Darcy, gazing back at the starship. It was making an about turn. Soon it would be in full pursuit.

Willoughby, I noticed, was looking wild. 

“Can we outrun them?” I asked.

“Ah, well, that all depends,” he said.

“Depends on what?”

“On whether they go easy on us. I am afraid I used up the last of the ship’s reserves on the daring rescue.”

“Doesn’t count as a rescue until we are home safe,” said Lilly. “Well known fact.”

“Goodness,” said Willoughby. “I have to say, I am not the biggest believer in facts.”

“It is a marvelous piece of technology,” said James, who, now that we were not being shot at, took a moment to appreciate the rapidly approaching machine of war. “Scientists back home would be occupied for years reverse-engineering something like that.”

A spray of kinetic fire and shrapnel put a halt to James’ musings.

Mary grabbed Willoughby by the scruff of the neck, hoisting him off the ground. Quick as anything, Smith had his rifle pointed at Mary’s head, apparently fearless of the face of death. Goblins all around watched with mild curiosity.

“Make this thing go faster,” hissed Mary.

“My good lady,” started Willoughby, but Mary’s tightening grip cut him off. 

“Just do it.” She dropped the man, sneering at him as he got back to his feet.

“We are going as fast as we can,” said Darcy evenly. “How long until we are back at the island you found us?”

“It is not too far,” said Willoughby, his levity discarded. “We are closer now than you were at the star-port.”

The Pagalan starship was looming ever closer now. It wouldn’t be long before we would be back to square one. If we were captured again, I was sure that Brunhilda would not be so kind to my friends the second time around.

“And there is no way to make this ship go faster?” asked Darcy.

Willoughby looked from Mary to Darcy. “None.”

“What about slowing them down?” asked Lilly.

“I could hurl goblins at them,” said Willoughby. “Was that what you meant.”

“Oi,” said the nearest goblin, hurt by the captain’s remark.

“Sorry, sorry,” said Willoughby, raising up a hand. “Hurl was the wrong word.”

“I could give it a go,” said Lilly. “Slowing it, I mean. I’ve never been very good at hurling goblins.”

We all stared at her, baffled as to what she could possibly do.

“I have this,” she said, lifting up the petal that hung around her neck.

Mary pondered this for a moment. “If you had the full rose, then maybe,” she said. “But this thing? I am not so sure.”

“Lilly, you don’t have to,” said Darcy.

“I am perfectly aware of what I do and do not have to do, Darcy, and I would be much happier if you stopped reminding me,” she snapped.

“Sorry,” said Darcy.

Lilly sighed. “Look, it can’t hurt. I’ve still got quite a lot of energy, you know.”

“Enough to stop a starship?” I asked.

“Maybe not stop,” said Lilly, “but I could slow it down a bit.”

“It wouldn’t take much,” said Willoughby, gazing at the open expanse of nothingness ahead. “I think I see this island of yours up ahead.”

“Then it is settled,” said Lilly. “Lilly saves the day.”

With that, she strode to the back of the ship, reached out her hands and started to hum.

“What is that tune?” asked Willoughby. “I don’t recognize it.”

“Is it a part of the ritual?” asked Mary. “I do not remember reading about any songs when I researched the Rose of the Raven. I must commit this to memory.”

I could barely contain my smile.

“I believe it is a song from Star Wars,” said Darcy. “The scene where Luke Skywalker pulls his ship from a swamp.”

“Is that so,” said Mary seriously. “An apt battle-cry.”

Purple lightning was curling over Lilly’s body now. She started to lose her tune now and then, straining with the effort and concentration.

The energy forked out into the space between us and the pursuing ship. It was like clawing hands but was not quite reaching what it was seeking.

“It is as I thought,” said Mary. “The ship is too large, the distance too far. This Luke Skywalker invocation is insufficient.”

“Look!” said Darcy, pointing ahead of us. “It is the castle in the trees. We are closing in fast.”

Lilly started yelling through gritted teeth now. I knew Lilly, knew that she was frivolous and nonsensical, but also knew that she could bite off more than she could chew sometimes. I began to worry.

“Don’t overdo it!” I called.

“Do not listen to her,” said Mary. “The fate of everything depends on you right now. Overdo it, or else.”

I gave the death god a death stare.

“What?” asked Mary. “She must.”

Lilly let out another agonized scream just as a burst of energy erupted from her contorting body. The starship was close enough now to try another kinetic volley, peppering the ship with shrapnel.

“She is going to get herself killed,” said Darcy seriously, the irony of his own comment completely lost on him.

The energy was reaching out further now, crossing the expanse. Lilly let out another cry. The energy flickered, pulsated, then collided with the ship, wrapping all around.

“She did it!” cried James.

“But is it slowing?” asked Mary.

“It better be,” said Willoughby. “We are almost at the island. Brace yourself for a hard landing.”

I took out the book that was our ultimate escape, placing my forefinger on the first chapter to keep my place.

“It is working, I think,” said James.

“But at what cost,” said Darcy. “This could tear her apart.”

“Lilly!” I called. “Keep something in reserve. We need you, OK?”

My ridiculous friend did not reply. All I could do was hope that she heard me, hope she knew how much of a loss it would be if she lost control.

Then the energy suddenly stopped. There was what seemed like an explosion off the boat’s stern, and Lilly was sent skidding across the deck. Darcy and I ran to her side. She was alive, but very weak. The pendant around her neck was smoking and had gone completely dark.

“Brace!” called Willoughby moments before we thudded onto land, trees cracking and snapping all around us.

I didn’t have time to grab anything and was sent tumbling toward the starboard side. I would have fallen too, if Mary had not seized my arm at the last moment. She pulled me back on board and held me in place until the ship had stopped.

The Mary Anne landed roughly and tilted to one side. Steadying myself on the ship’s tilted railing, I looked about for the others. Darcy had made his own handhold in the ship’s deck and held Lilly gently in his available arm. Willoughby, who was at that moment beaming from ear to ear, had apparently attempted to ride the ship like a snowboard, failed, and then grabbed an errant rope at the last moment. Smith and James, who presumably took cover well before the impact, were now gingerly stepping out of the main cabin. Goblins were strewn everywhere.

Behind us, the starship had docked with the island, and streams of soldiers and speeders were pouring down on our position.

“Was this your stop?” called Willoughby, still beaming.

“You are a madman,” said Darcy.

“You don’t know the half of it,” muttered Smith.

“Everyone come to me,” I said. “Willoughby?”

“Not me, Miss Reed, though I am very much grateful for the offer. Smith and I have an appointment in London.”

“We have had an appointment in London for some time,” muttered Smith. “Never interested you before.”

“Nonsense,” said Willoughby. 

The others half stumbled, half skidded down to where Mary and I leaned.

“Are you sure?” asked Darcy. “The Pagalan soldiers-”

“I’ll be long gone before they reach us,” said Willoughby. “The Mary Anne is a very different sort of ship.”

“Thank you for your help,” I said to the captain.

He nodded. “Until next time, Keeper.”

With that, I opened my book and began to read.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


 

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE




 

Our return to The Library was far from triumphant. Lilly could not stand and needed to be carried to the nook she habitually rested in, the blackened petal about her neck a reminder of her lost power. Mary, once her the battle rage had subsided, fell into a violent fever as the venom from the Aeorankin redoubled its efforts to compromise her system. James was now thoroughly committed to doing nothing so exciting ever again, and Darcy was overcome with guilt for not better protecting Lilly. 

What’s more, we did not achieve what we set out to do. 

There would be no band of heroes joining us on this last stand against chaos. It was just us, and we had never before been so weak.

The only one with any amount of energy for optimism was Mr. O’Connor. In our absence he fell to pondering his ‘mind maze’ as he called it. It was like a mind palace, but he got lost so frequently that he had it renamed.

“It is a lantern,” he said rapidly. “Or perhaps a candelabra. It definitely had something to do with light.”

“Ah-huh,” I said, utterly distracted.

“I found it at an old dealer friend’s shop in Perth, Australia.”

“Perth?” I asked. I was not really listening.

“I am very well traveled, I would have you know,” he continued. “Now, he said that he knew the man who pulled it from the original wreck. Wanted a small fortune for it. Well, I knew that he was wrong, of course. This lantern did not come from the wreck in question, I forget what it was called. No. This lantern had never been corroded by the sea. And I proved it too! My dealer friend, as you imagine, was not very pleased by that-”

“That the lantern wasn’t damaged?” I asked, joining the conversation and utterly baffled as to what the old man was on about.

“-Because then it wouldn’t have the value.”

“So why did you want it?” I asked.

“Because of its powers. Have you been listening?”

“I got lost,” I confessed.

“Well, the lantern, or candelabra, though I am fairly sure it was a lantern, is hanging up in my shop. How about that?”

“How about that,” I agreed.

“So what do you say, should we go and get it?” asked Mr. O’Connor.

“What does it do again?” I asked, feeling that I had been left behind again.

The old wizard explained to me that this artifact could be used to concentrate power. I wasn’t exactly sure how we could use such a thing, but with so few refugees returning to their homes now, and everyone resting up, it seemed like a relatively harmless diversion to go back to my world for a while. Besides, I had a bit of an ulterior motive.

“I must say,” said the Librarian upon learning of the plan, “I am not all that keen on you taking off at a time like this. What if you are attacked again by the mnemy-whatsit? hmm?”

“Mnemot,” I said.

“Yes, or that,” said the Librarian. 

“Darcy is here,” I said.

“Darcy?” scoffed the Librarian.

“I know, I know. Look, I’ll be right back. Think of it like another mission. I won’t be staying there. I’ll just be going into the story, doing my job, and getting out. The only difference is, the story happens to be mine. Besides, the Mnemot has been banished."

“Well, I still don’t like it,” said the Librarian with the air of someone who did not have any intention of pushing their point any further.

It was late afternoon when Mr. O’Connor, James, and I landed in my bedroom with a thud. My stomach churned as I wondered how long I had been in The Library, lost among the pages. It had been a Sunday evening when Lilly and I left for the market, and if the sounds coming from the living room were anything to go by, it was certainly a weekend day. That, or my dad had taken to watching sports instead of going to work.

Perhaps he had?

I might have been missing for months, for all I knew. I felt guilty for the impact that might have on my family, scared that I might never have a normal conversation with them again, awkward that I now needed to sneak an old man and a teenaged boy out of my bedroom without being seen.

James interrupted my anxious spiraling. “Can I give you a lift anywhere?” he asked. “Granddad and I just need to pop into the shop and pop right back.”

“I kept that register very tidy, my boy,” said Mr. O’Connor in an apparent effort to reform the truth through willpower alone. 

I had seen the antiques store’s register. It had not been tidy. 

“I hope to see it just the way I left it,” he continued.

James looked nervous. “I may have made a few changes here and there. For efficiencie’s sake.”

“To the devil with efficiency-” started M. O’Connor.

Realizing that my peculiar guests could just step through one of James’ portals and step right out into the street, I felt some relief wash over me. “I’ll be OK,” I said. “You two go on ahead. And, please, take your time. There are some things I need to do.”

“Very well,” said Mr. O’Conner. “I should like to spend some time with my grandson.”

A few moments later, and with an excess of muttering, the ancient wizard followed his grandson through a portal of light and disappeared, leaving the paper on my desk fluttering.

I took the opportunity to change out of the garments I had been living in for the last little while. They were all black and a little too intense for Torbay. I think the Librarian had sourced them from Rend in case we ever had to return there. They were OK, but there was nothing quite like your old pair of jeans. My sweater was somewhere in The Library. After what I put it through, I feared that it would never quite be devoid of ash. I decided on the old brown jacket that I tended only to wear when my sweater was unavailable or when it was particularly cold.


Feeling considerably fresher than I had in a while, I snuck downstairs. 

“No!” yelled my dad at the sports game.

The sports game did not seem to notice.

It seemed that Dad was the only one home. That would make my escape easier, but it made me sad to think that, if everything continued as it had been, I might never see Jonny and Mom before, well, before whatever was coming.

The thought was almost unbearable.

Once at the door, I paused, overcome as I was with emotion. I just wanted to run back in there, give Dad a big hug and say I’m sorry for disappearing. The only thing that stopped me was the fear that if I did go back, I might never leave.

So, with a heavy heart, I eased the front door open and closed it behind me with a click.

The sun was warm on my face, and the air was filled with the smell of freshly cut grass. Everything seemed so ridiculously normal.

I walked down the street and took a seat under the bus shelter. I knew the buses well. They weren’t frequent on the weekend, but I wasn’t against taking my time, despite what I said to the Librarian.

The bus came, I stepped on, I swiped my card, I took a seat. The bus was moving. There were not many people on the bus, but those that were there fascinated me. They had no idea that this world was the last bastion of normality in an ever-expanding void of utter calamity. How could they? They were checking their phones, watching the world go by, listening to books or podcasts. They were living.

I wanted to ask them what it was like.

The bus stopped at the shops; I stepped off, walked a short distance, and found myself standing outside Grandma’s thrift-shop.

This was why I had come.

Stepping inside, I found that the front counter was unattended. Not an uncommon occurrence, but one that made me worry. What if Grandma had heard about me disappearing? What if she was out looking for me?

What if she died?

Of course she would know I was missing. Mom wouldn’t be able to keep that from her, nor would she want to.

Nervously, I started browsing the shelves, trying to act like nothing was the matter.

“My dear,” said a voice. I turned to see Grandma stepping out from the back room. “I wasn’t expecting a visitor.”

Her sudden appearance, coupled with my unrivaled nervousness, gave me a fright.

“Good gracious, what’s the matter?” she asked, concern falling on her looks.

I simply broke down.

I ran to her, half stumbling on an unsorted box of donations, and buried my tears into her knitted sweater.

“Hey, there,” said Grandma soothingly. “Let’s sit out back and you can tell your old gran all about it.”

I didn’t want to let go. There was a part of me that was convinced that if I just stayed here, clinging to her like this, that all the world would fix itself. In Grandma’s arms, I was a girl again. I was only responsible for the state of my hair - and even that was up for debate. Big problems were for big people, not me. Not Alex.

“Alright,” said Grandma after a time. “Let me put the jug on.”

Reluctantly, I let go and watched as Grandma flipped the sign at the front door and closed up the shop.

“Why don’t you take a seat,” she said, leading me into the back room.

In seemingly no time at all, I was nursing a hot cup of tea and trying to explain to my grandma that I was feeling a little overwhelmed by things.

I couldn’t tell her the truth. How could I? I needed this world to be normal so that I could stand the chaos of the rest of them. One thing was certain though, Grandma didn’t seem to be aware that I had been gone for any length of time, and I was starting to suspect that library magic was playing quite a big role in preserving this place.

We talked about many things, but talked around things mostly. Grandma was a good listener, and I could tell that she knew I was hiding things. She didn’t pry, though. She just let me talk through what I needed to. 

There were no solutions. I hadn’t come here so that she could tell me what to do, or how to cope. I just needed the act of unloading my troubles onto someone who loved me, someone who wouldn’t judge me, someone who was at a distance from all this mess.

But there was one thing I wanted her to say, needed her to say if we were going to have any chance of fixing things. I needed to know that I was not alone. I needed to know that Elaine would come back to us, to me.

“Do you think that people can change?” I asked, draining my cup to try and hide the gravity behind the question.

“People usually continue as they always have,” said Grandma.

My heart sank.

“But that is not always the case,” she added quickly. “Sometimes when people do things, say things, they are out of sorts with themselves. There is something inside that they cannot accept, want to avoid, want to bury forever. This causes much distress. When they are done with all that, when they can accept all that is happening inside, well, then they may seem to change. But this is not a change in that they become someone else, it is a change in that they become who they are. Their true selves. Sometimes becoming who we are is the hardest thing in the world.”

I nodded. It wasn’t exactly what I wanted to hear, but it made sense. After all, that is how I made peace with myself - by accepting Hank. That is how I became more like me and less like Hank’s jailer. It wasn’t all that different to the advice I gave Elaine over Vicious. The only question remaining was whether the Elaine we knew was her true nature or not. Who was she, really? It was a big question, and one that I could not answer. Only time would tell. Just a shame that time was the one thing we were running out of.

After a while, when the tea things were cleared, and the talk was done, I knew it was time to go. I gave Grandma one last hug as a little girl, and turned to face the world as the Keeper of The Library, carrying her love with me. I would need it before the end. That much was certain.

As I approached my house, I saw movement in the window of my bedroom. The wizard had returned, it seemed. After my encounter with Grandma, I was less concerned with being discovered by my family and walked right in the front door.

As I did, Jonny came walking my way carrying a bowl of frozen peas he had just defrosted.

“Hi Alex,” he said, smiling. He looked down at the peas and then back up at me. “Very high in fiber and a good source of protein.”

“You are nine,” I said.

He raised his eyebrows as if to say, ‘am I?’

“Things are going down, little brother,” I said.

“I know,” he said. “Time is acting all wonky. But don’t worry, it will all turn out in the end.”

“You seem confident,” I said. “See into the future, can you?”

Jonny cocked his head. “Something like that.”


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY




 

“A lamp,” I said, looking at the object the wizard just handed me. We were about to jump back to The Library.

“My lamp,” said Mr. O’Connor, snatching it back.

“It’s OK,” I said, “I don’t want your lamp.”

“That is because you don’t know that it is a very special lamp. It can contain within it a vast store of power.”

“Like a battery?” I asked.

“Like a bomb,” said James. “And it has been just sitting in my shop gathering dust.”

“Your shop?” asked Mr. O’Connor.

“I run it, don’t I? You have to admit, you have been gone for quite some time.”

“I admit nothing,” said the wizard.

I sighed. “Well, we might find some use for it.”

The lamp itself was an old ship’s lantern. I had seen it many times before and remembered seeing it when I was little. It was circumstances such as this that made me wonder just how magic remained so hidden my whole life.

With a silent farewell to the only sane place left in the multiverse, I took out Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, and began to read.

We landed with a splash as a current of water threatened to drag us off toward the ash wastes.

“My shoes!” cried Mr. O’Connor.

My ears were oppressed with a deafening, thunderous dolor. I searched about for its origin, almost falling to my knees when I saw it.

From where the Aeorankin wasps had broken in, a great torrent of water was plummeting. Even before I saw the titan, I knew in my heart of hearts that these were the seas of Baast.

“What on earth?” spat James. “Where is it all coming from-” he stopped talking when he saw the titan.

As fast as we could manage, we waded through the rising flood toward the oasis’ central hub. Here, Lilly, the Librarian, and Darcy were organizing the refugees toward higher ground. The Librarian was in fits, half panicked by the oncoming monstrosity, and half devastated that people were climbing on her books and using her shelves as rafts.

Darcy pounded towards me as we approached, water cascading all around him. “She found me,” he said desperately. “I don’t know how, but she found me.”

“The titan?”

“She is the same one that - that I couldn’t defeat. She killed me, Alex. I don’t know what to do.” The titan did indeed look like the one we encountered in Baast. Its skin was sickly white, like other Aeorankin. Its hands were crablike and crushing. It moved on tentacle legs that whipped forward, crushing shelves and scattering all. It stared with emotionless golden eyes from beneath its massive helm-like head. This was Havsand. She had been imprisoned in Baast for millennia, but now was free. It was the actions of Vicious and Rend that lead to her release. If I understood correctly, this was not the only titan out there in the multiverse. We were in real danger.

“Where is Mary?”

“I don’t know,” said Darcy. He was speaking rapidly and was difficult to hear over the noise. “She fought with the monster when it first fell through, but she was defeated and - and I don’t know where she is. She may still be alive, but if she is unconscious, she will surely drown.”

“Even Mary?” I said, distraught. She was by far the most capable of us all, most likely to be able to take on this, the largest Aeorankin we had encountered.

“We have to go back,” said James desperately. “Get your book out. We can escape!”

“We can’t go back there,” I said. “If The Library is taken by Aeoran, that’s the end of everything.”

“Alex,” said Darcy. “There is nothing we can do. I fear the time of order is over. The time of chaos will soon reign.”

“I won’t believe that!” I yelled.

“At last my time has come,” said the old wizard. He spoke so quietly that I wasn’t certain what he said.

Slowly, I turned to face him. “What do you mean?”

Mr. O’Connor looked at me with clouded eyes, his face a tapestry of wrinkles. He was old. Unlike Elaine, he had been unable to stop the decay of his body. And now?

“My time has come,” he repeated, putting one hand on my shoulder and patting it gently.

All around, the sounds of the great flood roared. There was a series of crashes as the Havsand started ripping into the shelves that made up the oasis.

I looked down at the lantern and back up. “You knew,” I said.

“When you get to my age, things come to you all out of order, you know.”

“What’s going on?” asked James, fright in his eyes.

“It is time for me to say goodbye, my boy. I am glad that I was able to meet you at last.”

“No,” said James in disbelief.

“Look after the shop for me. Theres a good chap.”

“No, there has to be someone else,” protested James.

“And Fis owes me money,” continued the old wizard. “Don’t let him forget about that.” He looked over toward the Librarian and nodded. 

The Librarian happened to look up at that moment and happened to see the look in the wizard’s eyes. She practically went white. Dropping what she was doing, she bounded into the flood and waded to our location.

“In another life, perhaps,” said Mr. O’Connor to himself. “I must go before she tries to stop me.”

My vision blurred, and my limbs were numb. “You can’t,” I said, lips trembling.

“No one else can,” said the wizard. “No one else has the power. The Librarian, maybe, but you will need her.”

“We need you!” I blubbered.

“For this, my friend, you do.”

“No,” squeaked James, exhausted, defeated.

“This is my hour. Be strong, my boy.” With that, he turned towards the titan, holding the lamp aloft.

“You can’t just let him go,” cried James.

I just stood there, dumb, numb, and utterly overcome.

“Now you, monster!” bellowed Mr. O’Connor as he started to glow with a gold-white light. It seemed to be coming from within him. “Let me show you what Merlin the wizard does with villains!”

The light was engulfing him now, the lamp glowing to match Mr. O’Connor’s rapidly fading body.

“No!” cried the Librarian, bounding past us.

But she never made it to him.

Mr. O’Connor slowly started to rise into the air, floating closer and closer to the titan. Havsand looked at him with alien eyes, fearless and menacing. Mr. O’Connor settled in front of the creature’s helm for a moment.

Havsand’s eyes clouded with fear. 

“Take this, you scoundrel,” said the old man. 

Then Mr. O’Connor burst into a spray of light, pure and white.

The light was so powerful that it flattened shelves and hung in the air for a moment after.

I fell to my knees, water gushing over me, grief overcoming me.

I knew in my heart that the old wizard was dead.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




 

I am eleven years old and I am reading a book. It is a Saturday, and Mom and Dad have taken me on their weekend errands. I am sitting in an old antiques shop in the chair that looks like a throne. There is a sign that says, ‘don’t sit on the furniture,’ and I know that it is only a matter of time before I will be made to get off.

The old man that runs the store sees me. My blood runs cold and my face goes red. I know that I am about to get in big trouble, deep trouble, but I am too scared to move.

Instead of yelling and growling like so many other grownups do, this old man simply smiles at me and winks. I am puzzled for a moment. Then I realize what is happening. He leads my parents off to the other side of the store, leaving me to read in peace. I smile at the back of his head and return to my book.




***




“Grandfather!” yelled James, pressing through the flood toward the fallen titan.

The Librarian let out a long hollow wail in a hopeless attempt to reach across the vast expanse between the living and the dead. It was gut wrenching.

Darcy held Lilly close, his expression unreadable as she ugly-cried into his stony chest.

“Stupid old fool,” said Mary through gritted teeth, affected despite herself. I hadn’t even noticed her land atop a nearby library shelf.

I could hardly think or feel. My whole body felt numb beneath the water. The flood was getting higher now and was splashing up to my chest. I didn’t care. In that moment, I just wanted to be washed away into the depths of The Library. I wanted to forget and be forgotten.

Through tear soaked eyes, I saw the library spirits emerge all around us. For a moment, I thought that perhaps one tragedy would follow another and they would carry off another victim while we were distracted with grief.

“Get away,” I heard James shout. 

Pulling myself to my feet, I tried to stay the tears for just one moment. “Get away from there,” I called, choking on my own voice.

“Alex, don’t,” said Darcy, his voice as hollow as the night and as thin as paper.

I ignored the golem, wending my way through the bookshelves and the alcoves. The books on the lower shelves were being carried off in the current. Distantly, I wondered what would happen to a book if it became waterlogged and soaked through. Would the world drown too?

I rounded another shelf and was confronted by the hideous sight of the fallen titan. There was nothing left of the creature’s helm-like head, and its sickly white body had been torn to pieces. The spirits all seemed to be entering the remains, passing right through the skin. I saw James, head drooped, standing before the titan.

“James,” I said weakly. “James, I’m so sorry.”

James didn’t say anything. He wasn’t facing me, but I could tell by the way his back heaved that tears were consuming him.

The titan began to move.

I took a quick step back, then exhaled. The movement was only the library spirits. They were carrying off the remains of the monster into the ashen wastes. Their purpose remained hidden to me.

“James,” I said again.

This time the boy heard me. Turning slowly, he looked at me with puffy red eyes, charred with grief. After a moment, he bowed his head once more and waded through the water toward me. It was then that I saw that he was carrying a book. The title was obscured, but I knew that book. It was Complete Ornithology. It was Mr. O’Connor’s book.




***




We all stood silently before the Heart of The Library. It was distorted and cracked, flaming now and then from the dent where the Aeorankin wasp detonated. There was nothing to do, nothing to say. The Library was breached, the Heart wrecked, and now a dear friend was lost. We wordlessly shared our grief, each trying to comprehend the loss in our own way. For me, it was futile. This was not a loss that I could understand. Mr. O’Connor had been there from the beginning. I thought he would always be there. But the old wizard was gone. He gave his everything he had to save everything there is.

And it wasn’t over.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO




 

There was a scream. It came from somewhere among the drenched shelves.

James and Lilly seemed to not notice, but Darcy looked up. His passive face analyzing the situation.

“Not even a moment,” muttered Mary.

“Oh no,” said Darcy hopelessly.

It was then that I managed to rally myself enough to look.

What I saw made my heart sink and my stomach churn. There were creatures coming down the flow of water, Aeorankin soldiers with sickly white skin and their terrible weapons. They seemed like miniature forms of Havsand, with their fixed helms and crablike hands. They slithered about on paled tentacles.

And there were thousands of them.

There was a thud and the whole library shook, as another titan landed at the foot pouring water. It was followed by another, then another. The three titans looked little like each other, but were all built on the same scale as the one that Mr. O’Connor had just dispatched. One was lithe and lizard-like, with several arms and massive dragon-like wings. Another was built more like a minotaur, with two heads and a massive purple gem embedded in its chest. The last was robed and hooded, pale glowing blue eyes looking out from tattered white garments. It was the last of these that unsettled me the most, though I was not sure why.

Following the titans came what looked like a giant whale. It floated out of the seas of Baast and into The Library, moving as if the air was water. It was a vicious-looking thing, its mouth unlike that of a whale’s. Whether this too was a titan, I couldn’t tell. It circled the air above us, casting a shadow on our already grief shaded company.

Three titans, maybe four, where I could not defeat one. How could we possibly get passed this?

“We must defend the others,” said Darcy, breaking away from our group.

The thought was absurd, but I was in no state to question the idea. I was in no state to think. Without hope, I turned to follow after him, Lilly by my side.

Wading through the water, we found the refugees on a sort of an island they had constructed from knocked over book shelves. Books were strewn everywhere, discarded as mere objects. As we clambered up toward the last refuge, I happened to glance back at the Librarian. She was at the foot of the pile of shelves, gazing about at the books, her eyes empty, her mouth parted in horror. 

“Come on!” I yelled. 

She didn’t seem to hear me. 

I clambered back down to the gorilla, took her by the hand, and pulled her toward the others. She looked at me with unseeing eyes, but did not resist my efforts. Soon we were all gathered together.

This was our last place of resistance.

With battle in her eyes, Mary drew her sword. She seemed absurdly small in the face of the massive hoard of monsters descending on our position.

The spirits were all gathered around us, watching expectantly, waiting, perhaps, for the end of all things.

“I-I don’t know what to do,” said Darcy, finally reaching the end of his sanity.

This was the end of my time. I had failed as Keeper, failed spectacularly.

“I love you all,” I said.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE




 

My eyes fixed on a point somewhere before the approaching monsters. My mind was gone, lost in terror, lost in despair.

Then I noticed that I was looking at something. It was a small point of light, hovering exactly where my eyes rested. The light seemed to descend toward the ground, falling in slow motion. I watched it absently, taking an interest in the trivial in this moment of overwhelm.

Then the light seemed to stop. It hovered for a moment a few feet above the rushing water.

I frowned.

Then the light exploded. I shaded my eyes as the brilliant light washed over us, dominating everything, turning shadows into nothing. It seemed like the light would never fade, but fade it did. As soon as it had, I peered out expectantly, waiting for the next terror to descend on us.

What I saw was a portal, the most massive I had ever seen. Arching lighting curled across its surface, some of it impossibly black, some of it that same bright white that had flashed only moments ago.

The portal was about half the size of the approaching titans. The Titans themselves had stopped walking now, apparently waiting for something.

Was Aeoran himself about to curl through?

“Oh no,” I said.

Then a witch stepped out. Her hair black and falling, her dress of tumbling lace, her bearing of power, of control.

It was Elaine.

She looked at me. Even from this distance, I knew she was looking at me. She smiled a sly smile.

And then the others poured through. Speeders, battle mechs, the monstrous machines that were likely piloted by children gathered from Baast, Lionkin, Wildermen, and soldiers from the dozens of other worlds that made up Rend’s foundation.

The hope that had kindled in my chest began to fail. That was not Elaine, that was Vicious.

“Is that who I think it is?” asked Darcy.

“I’m afraid so,” I said.

“Is she working with Aeoran now?” asked Lilly.

Mary was smiling. “No, the Lionkin speeders are engaging the enemy line. The witch has come to fight for The Library. Now, this is going to be a battle!”

The death god took flight, sword swinging, with a glee that I could not share. 

“Darcy,” I said. “She will try to take control here.”

The golem was silent.

“Darcy!”

“Perhaps that is not the worst ending,” he said.

“How could you say that?” I asked.

“I remember what you said of Tabatha’s opinion. We may not be able to save everyone, but we can do our best for those who survive.”

I turned from him, casting my eyes back on the battle that was unfolding. He was right. I didn’t want to admit it, but he was right. Existence didn’t have to end. It would never be the same, but it didn’t have to end.

Vicious was in the air now, flying on unfelt currents, casting spell after spell at the titans, confusing them, dominating them. She had more power than I could possibly have imagined. In all the time I had known Elaine, she had never seemed able to bend reality like this witch could.

If Vicious had been this powerful all along, then we had been grossly underestimating her.

There was a crash as the lizard-like titan collapsed to the ground, wings curling about. Aeorankin soldiers and Rend warriors scattered.

Somehow, Mary had once more turned the skies dark and was once more playing to her strength in dispatching anyone that got in her way. She then seemed to notice something that made her stop mid-flight. With all speed, she flew towards Vicious who, upon seeing what Mary had seen, started swiftly in the direction of The Library’s heart.

“A regiment of soldiers has broken through,” said Darcy.

“Will she make it?”

“No,” said the golem.

But he was wrong. 

I couldn’t tell if Vicious actually moved that fast, or if she had simply stuttered forward faster than physics would allow, but in no time at all, she was standing before The Library’s heart. It was hard for me to see, as the stack of fallen shelves only afforded so much vision, but I could make out enough of her movements to tell that she was drawing a sword from her side.

The Aeorankin didn’t stand a chance. She moved like a whirlwind of grace and steel. Soon, her opponents had all fallen. Then she was in the air again, resuming her combat with the titans.

“How is this even possible,” said Darcy, more to himself than anything.

She took on the minotaur-like titan next. The gem in its chest, it seemed, was a reservoir of power, glowing brighter every time Vicious cast a spell. Still, the creature could not move fast enough to catch up with her. The massive ax it swung through the air was as nothing to the lightning quick movements of the spiraling witch. 

But then something caught her.

From within the depths of third Titan’s robes, a pair of tentacles whipped out. One of them caught hold of the witch. For an instant, Vicious seemed shocked, and then she was gone, whisked off into the darkness.

She was gone.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR




 

All eyes were on the titan. It seemed that the whole battle had come to a standstill. Only the whale-like creature still moved, circling over the battlefield.

There was a thud from within the monster, then there was a high-pitched squeal. The titan’s robes began to rapidly spin around a point approximately where the tentacles had been flung. The whole creature seemed to spin on the spot, becoming a blur of motion, before disappearing entirely. Vicious hovered there, smirking at the center, looking just as commanding as she first had when she stepped out of her own portal.

It was not long before the minotaur titan was destroyed too. This one destroyed by a particularly large energy blast, which shattered its chest gem. I could sense the power of the blast and was, for a moment, afraid that it might make another hole in The Library.


With the titans dealt with, Vicious returned to The Library’s heart. The sight of her approaching the heart reminded me of that fateful day long ago when she had tried to take its power for herself. 

She placed her hand on the heart’s surface and bowed her head.

Moments later, the heart began to stutter, blue light fluctuating and pulsating beneath the cracked exterior.

And then, quite suddenly, the heart’s light burst out, radiant and wonderful, its blue rays spilling through the shelves.

A smile crept over my lips. I hadn’t known just how much I missed the presence of this small representation of the void of creation until now.

“This is not possible,” I heard the Librarian say. “I thought it was on its way out for sure.”

My joy was short-lived. No sooner had The Library’s heart returned to its normal glow than lightening began to pour forth from its surface.

The last time a storm like this had come from the heart, countless books had been corrupted by the forces of chaos. That was the storm that started all this. I turned to the Librarian, but she didn’t seem to share my concern.

“What is happening?” I asked.

“Just you wait and see,” she said.

I did just that, and sure enough the lightening was not like that which I had spent so long cleaning up after. No, this was The Library defending itself.

Skipping by the Lionkin and other soldiers, the lightning caught Aeorankin after Aeorankin, sending their twisted bodies back to whatever realm they were formed in. The lightning leapt across the water and up into the sea that was till pouring down into The Library. Moments later, the waters ceased to fall. Finally, the lightning claimed the whale-like creature, and we watched as it crashed down to The Library’s floor.

Impossibly, the attack had been fended off. What had seemed like the end of all things was only another chapter.

I sighed deeply, tears coming once more to my eyes.

Vicious landed before us, her dress pristine, her hair not one strand out of place. She stepped toward me, holding my gaze, a look of triumph in her eyes. A breeze blew a few strands of her jet black hair across her face. I could sense Darcy tense up beside me as Lilly took a step back.

I stood my ground and watched her come.

The witch walked right up to me, placed a hand on each of my shoulders, leaned forward, and kissed me on the cheek. Then, pulling back asked, “did you miss me?”


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE




 

“Is it really you?” I asked, looking into the witch’s eyes, trying to find some hint, almost allowing myself to hope.

She nodded. She certainly looked like Elaine, but there was something else there too. Something wild.

“You are different,” I said.

“Back to my old self,” she said.

“But how?” I asked.

“I left here to find myself,” she said. “What I found was the inside of the most terrible prison that has ever been dreamed of. Pnuvous, Rend’s principle correctional facility. It was, I’ll admit, a little cliché to become the prisoner of my own anger - and yet, there I was. Vicious on the outside, me on the inside. I never meant to be away for long. I just wanted to have a few words with myself.”

“Vicious is your anger?”

“Yes, and my anger, apparently, likes to be heard. For weeks, all I knew of what was going on in the wild worlds was what Vicious chose to tell me. She delighted in telling me things that might discompose me. She considered me weak, untested, and wanted to see me break down. I wouldn’t give her the satisfaction.”

“I was there when she met with that young Anglo-Saxon girl to bait you into her trap. I was there when, gleefully, she sent me news that The Library was failing. There was nothing I could do but listen as each day she manifested in the prison and delivered me the latest bad news.”

“Each day, I dreaded hearing that you had passed on. Each day, my hatred for Vicious grew and grew. She seemed to draw power from this hatred, gloating in my helplessness.”

“How did you escape?” I asked.

“It was because of you,” said Elaine. “Seeing her grow in power like that made it clear to me what I had to do. If pushing her away gave her power, then I needed to draw her in. I needed to let go of the hate.”

“It was only a short time ago that she arrived at my cell, where I was bound by each limb to the four corners of a terrible frame, to tell me that Aeoran had you all cornered with three titans on their way. I didn’t try to reason with her as I had done before, I didn’t try to explain how The Library’s destruction would shatter all creation. Vicious did not know how to respond to such reasoning. Instead I said, ‘OK,’ and tried to bring her into my heart.”

“She didn’t like that, of course. She had been in control for so long, but her control came from fighting me. Without me as an object, her control started to falter. She raved at me, of course, tried to tell me of all the terrible things that would happen to you, to all those that were under my protection. I can’t say that her words did not sting, but I tried to allow her hate and fury to wash right through me. I tried to remain open and curious.”

“Vicious broke down in the end, but not before she had screamed out the last of her venom. When eventually she fell to her knees, exhausted and weak, I saw her begin to fade. Her last words to me were, ‘I am sorry.’ I nodded and accepted her as a part of me. And now she is gone.”

“The schism has ended?” asked Darcy.

Elaine nodded.

“She is dead?” asked Lilly.

“Not exactly,” said Elaine. “She is still within me, struggling for supremacy. But she will only ever gain power if I fight her, if I heed her.”

“Sounds risky,” said Darcy.

“Not at all. Pushing her away was risky. Pushing her away was stupid. I don’t like being stupid, Mr. Knight.”

“I know not from whence you draw your power, Elaine, or whoever you are,” started the Librarian. “But you came in at quite the last minute. Things were grim.”

“I am sorry about that,” she said, turning to James. “I am sorry about a great many things.”

James nodded, his expression unchanging.

“Now,” said Elaine. “We have a lot to do.”

“We have to confront him, don’t we?” I asked. “We have to confront Aeoran.”

“You must confront him, Alex, yes. I have to see if I can fix all this mess I made.”

“Vicious made,” I corrected her.

“I made,” said Elaine sternly.

Just then, a Lionkin soldier came striding up the pile of shelves, as swiftly as if it were a smoothly sloping hill. It took me a moment to realize that this was the same eye-patched Lionkin that we had seen on that shattered world when he was hunting Aeorankin.

“Empress,” he said formally. “We have secured The Library. Much of it has been destroyed.”

“Thank you, Seb,” said Elaine. 

“What shall we do about the, er, locals?”

“Leave them to me,” said Elaine. I noticed that she incorporated a slight affectation into her tone, as if imitating Vicious - or perhaps this was Vicious speaking through her lips?

The Lionkin looked like he was about to say something, hesitated, and then bowed.

“You are to take your troops and return to Rend. I have business here.”

“I will leave you a battalion of Alpha Mechs,” said the Lionkin.

“You will do no such thing,” said the witch. She snapped her fingers, and the portal began to form not far from where it had been before.

“And the trophies?” asked Seb. 

“Take what you need and get out of my sight,” said Elaine quickly.

A look of fear washed over the Lionkin’s looks. He knew he was stepping too close to the line. “Yes, Empress,” he said, before turning about and retreating back to his awaiting company.

“Horrible creatures,” said Elaine. “I don’t really want anything more to do with them.”

“Many of them just died on your behalf,” said Lilly. “Seems a little cold to just send them back.”

Elaine shrugged. “They are murderers, the lot of them,” she said. “I did what I had to do.”

A smile escaped my lips. It was not for what she said. No, I could not agree with the wholesale disregard of an entire species as ever being appropriate. It was the way she said it. For the first time in a long while, Elaine put me in mind of the lone witch I traveled with through the woods of Avonheim.

“So we are just going to attack the snake?” asked Lilly.

“I will go alone,” I said.

“Nonsense,” said Elaine. “We must all play our part.”

“They will just get hurt,” I protested.

Elaine smiled and held up her hand. Energy pulsated from her palm instantly, distilled from the air around, distilled from nothing. She shot the energy fourth toward Lilly. Darcy looked like he was about to jump in the way of the beam, but it was all over as quickly as it started. 

Smoke billowed about as Lilly looked down at her pendant, the place where the energy had landed. But the pendant was not just restored, the whole Rose of the Raven had blossomed there, purple and glowing, flickering with potential.

“Lemmy try something,” said Lilly, grinning. Black wings erupted from her back, feathered and glistening.

“The rose can do much more besides,” said Elaine. “Maybe ask your brooding friend about that.”

Lilly looked to Darcy.

“I mean your other brooding friend,” said Elaine.

“She means Mary,” I said.

“Where is she, anyway?” asked Lilly.

“Drinking somewhere, I suspect,” said the Librarian disapprovingly. 

“I have something for you too, Librarian,” said Elaine.

“I do not need wings,” said the Librarian. “I am perfectly capable of getting around the old-fashioned way.”

“That was not what I had in mind,” she said, waving her hand over the gorilla. As she did, armor gathered around the Librarian, shining gold and silver, as grand as anything.

“Oh my goodness,” said the Librarian.

“That’s unusual,” said Lilly. 

“On the contrary,” said the Librarian. “This was very usual back in the day. My dear, however did you know?”

“I found a very old book once about a warrior queen,” said Elaine.

“Hush,” said the Librarian, embarrassed. “It is not exactly common knowledge.”

“What does she mean?” I asked.

“Let’s just say that I wasn’t always a librarian,” said the gorilla. “I had glory in my day.”

“And these will help us defeat Aeoran?” asked Darcy, his tone hollow and lifeless.

“Perhaps,” said the witch. “Perhaps not. I just think that it is important that you all face him whole.” With that, she strode up to Darcy and placed a hand on his shoulder.

Mist curled about the golem, seeping into every crack in the armor, pouring out of the hollow eyes from where Darcy peered. Darcy scrambled, panicked, and pulled off the golem’s head, revealing a messy mop of dark hair, a boyish face, and a look of utter astonishment.

“Darcy!” yelled Lilly, pushing Elaine aside, leaping at him, and giving him the most passionate kiss I had ever seen in my life. The kiss, it seemed, was not enough for her. She was soon kissing his cheeks, his forehead, his hair, everything all over rapidly. Tears were in her eyes. They sped down her cheeks, dripping onto Darcy’s where they mingled with his own tears of joy.

It just seemed so right, seeing them together. After all we had been through, they needed this.

At length, Lilly came up for air, clambering down from the golem armor, but not leaving Darcy’s side. Every so often, she looked up at him, beaming.

“I have restored you, Mr. Knight,” said Elaine. “But I have not restored all your powers. What do you say to the return of your little upgrade?”

“I prefer to stay human,” said Darcy, his voice sounding strangely young after so long. “Well, mostly human.”

“Pity,” said Elaine with a wink.

“Just my sword, thank you. And some clothes.”

“All right,” said Elaine.

No sooner had she cast her spell than Darcy was pulling off the rest of the armor. It was the old Darcy under there, and, given that his human body was much smaller than the golem, he must have been quite uncomfortable standing in that armor before.

Lilly and Darcy kissed again, and I wondered whether they would be any help at all now that they were together again - really together this time.

“What about me?” I asked Elaine.

Elaine smirked. “There is nothing to restore,” she said. “Your power is the same as ever it was, pure and bright.”

I smiled at the compliment, but was not sure I could share her confidence.

“And my grandfather?” asked James, stepping forward, his voice echoing his pain and loss. “Is he really gone?”

Elaine nodded sorrowfully.

“Oh, people don’t really die,” said the Librarian, her voice full of her own pain. “Their stories are always there to be read again. But there will be no more pages added, not evermore, and that’s sad.”

James looked resigned, but said nothing.




***




The plan was simple and full of peril. Lilly, Darcy, Mary, and I would travel to Aeoran’s realm with Elaine. Lilly and Darcy would assist me in getting as close as I could to Aeoran. This had a twofold purpose. First, it was becoming clear to me now that this fight was between me and him, the Keeper and the World Snake. Second, it would distract the tyrant long enough for Elaine to use the power she had borrowed from the void to start putting creation back together. This, she assured us, was something that she could manage - though it seemed to me that such a feat was a bit of a stretch even for her.

The Librarian would stay in The Library, as was fitting. As armored as she was, she did not seem to mind being left behind.

Mary’s role was a little more ambiguous, but we all expected she would probably fly about menacing and cackling. I wasn’t sure if that would help, but wasn’t about to tell a death god what to do. Not today of all days.

All that remained now was for me to find Aeoran’s book again and take the leap into the unknown.

The Library, it seemed, was returning to its usual habits of providing for me exactly what I needed when I needed it, and it wasn’t long before I found the water-soaked book resting atop of a pile of similar such books that had been washed away by the seas but caught against a shelf in the current.

We were readying ourselves for this journey, trying to look hopeful, trying to hide our fear, when James approached us, staff in hand.

“I want to go with you,” he said.

Lilly and I exchanged glances.

“Why don’t you sit this one out,” said Darcy kindly.

“I don’t think so,” said James. “That damned snake killed my granddad. I wanna look him in the eye.”

Darcy looked to me, doubtingly. “Fair enough,” I said. “But you should know, we are not expecting to return.”

Silence hung in the air.

We were all thinking it. It was just, well, no one had yet said it out loud yet.

“If you don’t come back, then there soon won’t be anywhere to come back to,” said James. “I know the physics. I’ll take my chances.”

“Alright,” I said. “Put your hand on my shoulder.”

I then felt a claw press into my back. I might have been frightened if it was not so familiar. “Hello, Mary,” I said without turning around.

“I want to be there when he dies,” said Mary in one of her more sinister tones.

Not knowing how to respond to that, I opened up the unassuming red book and began to read. Soon, we were falling into the pages.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX




 

We landed on a scrap of land, barren but for a few brave trees. This remnant of a lost world was orbiting high over a black hole. The empty blackness all around was vast and deep, but for a softly glowing halo of mustard sepia over everything. The only objects we could see were slowly descending into the singularity.

“What is that?” asked Lilly, peering over the edge of our tiny island.

“That is everything,” said Elaine. “With very few exceptions, everything that ever there was is down there, being crushed by the sheer weight of reality.”

“Alex,” said Darcy, tapping me on the shoulder. 

I turned, and he bid me look behind us. Floating in the air, apparently not apart of the physics of the situation, were hundreds of library spirits, all watching us with unreadable faces.

“What are they doing here?” I asked.

“They are creeping me out,” said Lilly.

“Me too,” agreed Darcy.

“I honestly don’t know,” said Elaine. “I was never able to find out what they really are, what their true purpose is.”

“I guess we will soon find out,” I said. Then, casting my eyes upward, I saw him. Aeoran, the World Snake, curling about, just as I had seen him before. He lorded over the scene, gloating over his final victory over creation.

“That’s our mark,” said Darcy. 

“Let’s hope he is easily distracted,” said Lilly.

“Is that all?” asked Mary, somehow looking down her nose at the monster. “This is the creature the old priests carved when I was a girl. He will crack like the stones.”

Elaine kicked off from our little platform and hovered a few feet above us. “I’ll get started,” she said. “Head to the snake. And please, if you can at all help it, don’t get yourself killed, OK?”

“OK,” I said, and watched as she sped off toward the black hole.

“We can do this,” said James.

At this point, I was not sure I could agree. I glanced back at the library spirits. They seemed to be watching me expectantly.

What was I supposed to do?

“I’ll get us closer,” said Lilly, imitating a pirate’s accent.

“Why are you-?” started James.

“Ya-arrr,” said Lilly, and the remnant started glowing faintly purple, moving slowly toward Aeoran. 

Though we were increasing our speed rapidly, the journey was painfully slow. The surrounding expanse was massive, and even at high speed it felt like we were hovering in one place.

High overhead, Aeoran stirred.

“He has spotted us,” said Darcy.

“Or Elaine,” I said.

“Or our entourage,” said Lilly, gesturing toward the spirits.

“I’ll try something,” I said, closing my eyes. I searched for that door in my mind, that place that needed to be put on its side, the passage to the fire realm. It would need to be something big to distract Aeoran. I knew that, but I had to try.

“Not going to work,” said Darcy.

“The fire realm?” I asked.

“It’s down there,” said Darcy, gesturing toward the black hole. 

“Right,” I said, though I was not entirely convinced. The realm, after all, was a part of my mind. The idea that I couldn’t reach it ever again was weird.

Our remnant carved its way through a collection of books as they sped around the black hole. I wondered whether they had been drawn straight from The Library, or if they were just a part of the great cosmic metaphor that ruled here.

“It looks like Elaine’s magic is working,” I said, looking down at the black hole. It appeared to be pulsating, now bigger, now smaller. Every so often, flares erupted from its center, sending plumes of light into the nothingness.

“What’s that?” asked James absently.

Moments later, the remnant shattered.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN




 

All was confusion as the apparently sturdy ground I had moments before been standing on disappeared into dust. 

“What happened?” I called across the void as I fell. 

“His damned tail,” bellowed Mary, flying passed.

Lilly had the presence of mind to use her magic to keep us together, but we needed another platform if we were going to be able to work effectively.

“Here!” called Lilly to Mary as they zeroed in on what looked like an asteroid. It was hard to tell, as I was falling so impossibly fast in what was more or less a vacuum. My senses were just not built for this sort of thing.

“Careful,” I heard Mary say. Moments later, I slammed into something hard. Darcy thudded next to me.

Mary and Lilly landed next to us. “That was too hard,” growled Mary.

“I’m OK,” I lied, sitting up. My shoulder ached where it thudded into the ground and my fingers had started to tingle.

“Where is James?” asked Darcy.

Moments later, a portal opened up above us, and James thudded into the dirt beside me.

“Ow,” he said flatly.

“We messed that one up,” said Mary.

“I did my best-” started Lilly, before seeing what Mary could see.

“What is it?” I asked.

“They are fighting,” said Mary. “The snake is winning.”

Horrified, I got to my feet and looked for myself. Sure enough, Aeoran’s head had descended from the sky and was locked in combat with Elaine. She moved fast, faster than the naked eye could see, but Aeoran moved faster.

“Are we speeding up?” asked James. “We are definitely speeding up.

“We are being pulled into the singularity, yes,” said Darcy. “The closer we get, the faster we will go.”

Aeoran lunged for Elaine, catching her by the leg. His head then began to glow.

“He his draining her power,” I said. “We have to get to her.”

“Alex-” started Darcy.

“Now! We must!”

Lilly took full control over our little rock and steered us toward the battle. It was a hard ask, as the fight did not stay in one place for very long.

“This is foolish,” growled Mary.

“She is our only hope,” I protested. “Don’t you see that?”

But then it was too late.

With one final bite, Aeoran drained the last of the witch’s power and tossed her aside.

As quick as anything, Mary was in the air. She caught the witch, and they tumbled backward together for quite a while before her wings unfolded again and she was able to bring the limp Elaine back to me.

“No, no, no, no,” I said rapidly. “This can’t be happening.”

“I thought... It was... me...,” said Elaine.

“What do you mean?” I asked, wiping a tear from her cheek, smearing it with the dirt of my hands.

“I thought it was my power,” continued Elaine. “But it was... always you. Only you-” Her eyes closed.

“She is unconscious,” said Darcy, coming to her side. “She is still breathing,” he added. “But only softly.”

I sat back. It was always me, wasn’t it? There is only one Keeper of The Library, and she wasn’t picked because she was mighty or because she was powerful. The Library has entirely different criteria.

I looked back at the spirits who, even now, watched me, waited for me to act.

“I have to go,” I said softly, getting to my feet.

“Alex,” said Darcy, his tone a warning.

“What do you mean, go?” asked Lilly.

“It has been such an amazing journey with all of you,” I said. “I’m so sorry about this.”

“You can’t,” said Darcy.

“You aren’t going down there?” asked Lilly, horrified.

“I love you, Lilly, Darcy.” I looked down at Elaine. She stirred but did not wake. I fought back the tears and smiled.

Darcy closed his eyes, his face filled with pain. “Goodbye, Alex,” he said. “You are braver than I could ever be.”

“Say hi to the cosmic owl for me,” said Lilly, tears and smiles all twisted into one. “Hurry back,” she added. “If you really must leave us forever, be sure not to take too long about it.”

Stupid, stupid, Lilly. Ridiculous, even now. I couldn’t hold the tears back any longer. 

I turned to the expanse of black. Glancing back, I took one last look at my friends. I opened my mouth to speak, but there was no more to say.

I jumped.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




 

CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT




 

You know that feeling you get in your stomach when you fall suddenly? Like when you are in the car and go up and over a hill in the road, or when you crest the top of a roller-coaster and begin to plummet.

This felt nothing like that.

I was moving too fast for my senses to comprehend. With nothing but the void all around me and the vast black hole beneath me, I might as well have been staying still, hovering millions of miles above the multiverse as it was crushed into nothingness.

I wondered how far the Keeper’s privilege extended. How long would it be before my world was compacted with the others? My family and my friends along with it?

Perhaps it already had been crushed. Perhaps they were no-more.

The darkness rushed on.

I was not alone, here at the end of things. The spirits of The Library were plummeting with me, following after, matching my speed precisely.

I wondered what they were there for. Perhaps they were supposed to guide me? Perhaps they had some other dark purpose. I knew that if I could just crack their mystery, then maybe, just maybe, I could put an end to all this. That is to say, an end to the ending.

I glanced over at the spirits. As one, they all turned those passive smiling faces toward me.

They looked so expectant! It was infuriating!

“What do I do?!” I cried, hopeless and helpless. “What am I supposed to do?!”

Nothing.

But this was right. I felt right. I felt like I had been here before, like everything I had ever done was leading up to this moment.

Perhaps I was always falling. Perhaps everything else had been the dream, and this was the only reality. It certainly felt more real than anything else I had ever experienced.

Then something flashed before my mind’s eye, a stream of words, images, impressions, and then just like that it was gone again. It was only afterward that I realized that one of the spirits had just flown through me.

I gasped for air.

Then it happened again, and then again. On the third time, I realized that I had seen these things before. These were the earliest impressions I had experienced from reading a book. I was reliving those impressions.

But why?

Another spirit passed through me, and I re-experienced Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, how the cat made me feel, what the queen of hearts looked like, even the willow tree that I imagined Alice reading under.

And then it was gone again, replaced with images from Harry Potter, from Lord of the Rings - each tainted by the actors who played the characters in film. Orlando Bloom and Evanna Lynch each taking up their roles in my mind’s eye.

But then the stories were coming at me faster and faster until soon I could not process or distinguish them. Some of the images I did not recall at all. These were stories that I had not read flowing through me. This was what I was meant to do. I was meant to give these stories life. 

“Because no story is ever real until it has been read,” I said aloud, the black hole looming fast, the World Snake long forgotten behind me. “And every story we change with every word read, just as we are changed with every word too.”

The spirits were moving so fast now that it was impossible to tell whether they were passing through me at all. I was soon surrounded by their ghostly light as they delivered into my mind every story that had ever been told, every life that had ever been lived. 

I was a conduit for all experience, a plummeting perspective.

“Without a reader, there can be no story. The words just wait as undifferentiated potential upon the pages of creation,” I said.

I was struggling to remain conscious now. All this information was just too much for my human mind to bear. It felt like my mind was a highway, and all the cars were going full speed.

I yelled out, realizing I was in pain, realizing that I was passed pain. I knew it was coming; I knew my end was near. I couldn’t take much more of this. Everything was spinning, and I could no longer tell what was real and what was not. Where did I start and where did the stories begin? Were we really just the same thing?

Was anything ever really real beyond my own mind?

“One... more... page,” I said through gritted teeth.

But it was not to be.

Spinning, turning, falling, falling. I was no more. Crashing, curling, crushing, crushing. Everything was no more. Beating, slowing, breathing, breathing.

And all the void was white.




I look up from my book, and it closes with a satisfying clap. Frowning, I take in my surrounds. “Where am I?” I ask.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE




 

I blinked in the soft blue light. This place was familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it.

Before me was a luminescent blue orb. It rippled with power, as if threatening to expand at any moment and devour the universe. It was pretty; it was breathtaking. I knew it from somewhere.

The Heart of The Library.

I was back in The Library. I got to my feet urgently, looking about for my friends, but I could see no one there.

Then the storm began.

But this was no storm of energy. This was a storm of books. From somewhere high overhead, volume after volume streamed in. They began to orbit The Library’s heart, spinning, spinning, paper rustling.

All I could do was stare in amazement as the ruin of The Library began to reform. Bathed in the radiant light of the heart, shelves stood back up and were repositioned. Waterlogged books dried crinkle-free and swooped back to their places. The rubble, the ruin, the ash. All of it was whirling about as The Library reformed itself from the void, from my own mind.

Picture frames were re-hung, furniture screeched into place. A sparrow flew over-head, perching on a nest that was weaving even as the little bird landed. Soon, vines were curling up the shelves, blossoming, blooming, bursting back to life.

I stood in wonder, my heart full. How could this be? We had been through so much; we had faced down oblivion. How did we possibly overcome the end of everything?

Soon the whirl of books slowed, and The Library added the final touches to its magnificence.

Next to me, where moments before there had been nothing at all, there was now a table, decorated with dried flowers and brass ornaments. There were tea things.

And now a whistling kettle.

I stood in awe. The whole library was calm. The only sounds I could hear were the soft chirps of birds, the ticking of some hidden clock, and the kettle approaching boiling point.

It was surreal.

The Library had been reborn.

Now, for the first time since standing, I moved. A part of me felt like if I made too much noise, then somehow this dream would be taken away from me. I would be falling again and the end of everything would still be approaching.

I reached out for the teapot and began pouring the tea.

Thud, thud, thud.

I looked up just in time to see the Librarian hurtling towards me, knuckles to the ground, the stupidest grin on her face, her battle armor once more discarded.

“Dearest Alex!” she cried.

I had just enough time to place the kettle back in its place before the Librarian hoisted me off the ground and crushed me with an enormous gorilla hug.

“You did it,” she said. “The Library, everything. You did it. Aeoran is no more.”

“But how?” I asked, confused but smiling.

“My dear, I was hoping that you would be able to tell me! My word, you are certainly the best Keeper we have ever had here. I have told you that before, I am sure, but it is true. Never have we been in such peril.” The Librarian sighed. “I am so happy.”

“What about the others?” I asked.

But no sooner had the words escaped me than Lilly dropped down from above, still sporting her raven-black wings.

“Gnorts, Alex. What were you on about?”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“We could hear you in our heads,” said Darcy, strolling nonchalantly up behind the Librarian. James was not far behind him.

“You could hear me?” I asked, suddenly anxious. “What did I say?”

“It was all very esoteric,” said Lilly. “Reminded me of the end of that Interstellar film, you know? Something about books being reality, and reality coming from reading. Probably not important. Honestly, I didn’t care for it.”

“Oh,” I said. “But where is Elaine? And Mary?” I asked.

Lilly’s expression darkened. “Elaine, um, we lost her,” she said simply. “It got pretty crazy out there, Alex.”

My heart felt like it would tear in two. I fell back in my armchair, unable to support myself.

“Mary tried to fight Aeoran,” Lilly continued. “I don’t know where she ended up. She was holding her own though.”

“I got him in the end,” said Mary. She was perched atop one of the bookshelves. “You weakened him, I think, by quite a lot. Now his skull will have my sword lodged there for all time.”

“Get down from there this instant,” said the Librarian.

I couldn’t focus on what they were saying. Elaine was gone? How could that be? How could all the multiverse be reformed without her in it?

“Alex,” said Darcy. “I am sure-”

There was a crackling light, and then Elaine stepped in, tall, proud, and decidedly not dead.

“Why does everyone look so grim?” she asked.

“Elaine,” I said breathlessly, tears coming to my eyes again. These were not the first tears of the day, and they certainly would not be the last.

Then Lilly and Darcy were in each other’s arms, kissing like it was the end of the war. Mary, who had landed now, pumped her fist in the air, the action vaguely and half-heartedly copied by the demon she kept in a jar around her neck.

I was overcome with joy. My emotions had been pushed about quite a lot lately. What a conclusion to such a beginning! She had survived the end. We all had survived.

All Elaine could do was stare at me, beaming. 

All I could do was stare right back.


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FORTY




 

I watched as the hash brown spun slowly in the microwave, its surface starting to sizzle as it defrosted. With all that had happened, it was strangely comforting watching something as banal as food cooking. My mind wandered, of course, to that great void in the sky. The dreams would be with me for some time to come.

“I told you it would work out,” said Jonny. He was standing behind me, leaning against the bench, mixing his oats and water. He still refused to put anything with it but cinnamon. Not even sugar would do.

His comment baffled me for a moment. After all, most of the people in this world didn’t know just how close we all came to blinking out of existence, and things had been rearranged so precisely that it seemed that nobody even realized I had disappeared for a few months.

No one but Jonny.

“You did, didn’t you,” I said. I stopped the microwave before it started beeping at me and prepared a tea-towel to guard my hands against the now hot dinner plate. “How did you know?” I asked, not expecting a real answer. Jonny never told me what was going on with him. Not really.

“You are the Keeper of The Library, aren’t you?” asked Jonny. “If you really must know, just read my book to find out.”

“That’s OK,” I said. “If you wanted to tell me, you would.”

“Yup,” he said. “It’s better you don’t know.”

I shook my head. He really was a worry.

Mom entered the kitchen just as I completed the process of blanketing my hash brown in ketchup. “Joining another library, are you?” she asked.

“What?” I asked, alarmed.

“This one is a keeper? Mothers are allowed to eavesdrop, you know. Children always think their lives are so hidden. Don’t think I don’t know what goes on.”

Jonny and I shared a look.

Mom regarded my so-called breakfast. She shook her head and smiled. But for once she didn’t try to insist that I change my ways. 

“You are in a good mood,” I said.

“You know what? I am,” she said, grabbing a bowl from the upper shelf and proceeding towards the pantry. “My darn headache has finally gone away. I swear, I’ve been in pain for months. No doctor could help. But now its gone. Just like that.”

“Any idea why?” I asked, my curiosity piqued. I knew precisely where she got that headache.

“Magnesium,” she said. “Just started having it before bed.”

I smiled and nodded. I wasn’t ready to start telling people that the reason the sun was shining just a little brighter was because the World Snake was gone. In all likelihood, I’d never be ready.

I tucked into my hash brown and quickly scoffed it down.




***




Lunchtime was for nothing if not burying one’s nose deep in a book. This was a new book, like, literally just published. It was about a bunch of students at an old university and for some reason I was quite hooked. 

Nowadays, only new books would do.

My experience in the void had given me a persistent sense of déjà vu whenever I read anything published more than a few days ago. It was kind of funny at first, but it soon got quite annoying.

Lilly joined me at our usual table, arm in arm with Darcy. I looked up for a moment, took in the incongruent sight, and then returned to my book. 

Darcy was completely out of place at school. I knew that he was technically our age, but he had lived so many lifetimes already. The thought of him sitting still in class was amusing, almost as amusing as the thought of him asking to use the bathroom. He didn’t seem to think it necessary to carry his sword at school these days. So much had changed.

“In another book, I see,” said Lilly as she sat herself down.

“Careful,” said Darcy. “You may spook her.”

“I would have thought you would be done with books forever now,” said Lilly.

“What?” I asked, looking up and frowning. “Why?”

The pair looked at me for a moment and then burst out laughing.

“What’s so funny?” I protested, but soon I was laughing too.

Some things would never change.




***




After school, I shut the door of my bedroom, curled up in bed, and took out my favorite book.

Soon, I was falling into the pages. Though the journey to the greatest library that ever there was could still be a little unusual, it was no longer so traumatic. Gone was the storm in the void, the nameless terror, the unbound chaos. There was just me, the fluttering pages, and a peaceful drop into that impossible place where I met a gorilla and my life changed forever.

I landed in a crouch on the burgundy tiles of The Library. The Library was an eternal place where not much could really be changed for long. There was almost no sign of the battles that had taken place or the fire that ravaged the endless shelves and volumes. The golem was found, though its head was missing. I could not decide whether that was a good thing or not. The Librarian still liked to have it around for some reason. I wondered whether it would mysteriously disappear next time Darcy visited.

There were also a few ruined mechs waiting for me around random corners. Vines had grown over these great metallic bodies, giving the impression that the battle happened decades ago. They were pretty in a slightly morbid way, matching my own bitter sweet feelings about everything.

I drank tea with the Librarian, and we reflected on all that happened.

“Oh, the chaos will be back,” said the Librarian. “As long as there is creation, there must be chaos. But it will be at a much more manageable level.”

“So no chance of a holiday?” I asked.

“By all means, take all the time you need. Wander the multiverese, if it takes your fancy. Most Keepers only had one or two adventures in their time. It could be years before you are really needed again.”

“Years? Woah,” I said. “I’m not sure how I feel about that. But for now, I think I will spend some more time at school. It has been a crazy year, and much longer than most.”

“Right you are,” said the Librarian. “The formal education of young persons is very important, I am told.”

“I just want a bit of normality, you know?”

“Me too dear, me too.”

On the shelf next to us, displayed in a place of honor, was Complete Ornithology, Mr. O’Connor’s book. Losing him was hard. Sometimes I heard myself saying things like ‘at least his sacrifice wasn’t in vain,’ but really I just missed him and wanted him back. Loss was hard.

We sat, the Librarian and I, and drank tea together late into the night. The light in The Library never changed, and time was a funny thing. When I returned to my room, it was still the afternoon.





 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


CHAPTER FORTY-ONE




 

I gazed out over the river as the sky erupted in reds and oranges. The trees on the far bank were fading, becoming silhouettes. The water swept by, burbling here and there.

Drawing my favorite maroon sweater close, I looked at my phone to check the time.

“Did you think I wouldn’t come?” asked a voice.

I turned to see Elaine making her way down the path to the river bank.

“No,” I said, “but I didn’t think you would be late either.”

“I took my time,” she said. “The view is quite beautiful.” 

Her eyes were locked with mine, somehow sparkling in the failing light.

I felt my heart rise in my chest. I had been thinking about this for so long. Could it really be actually happening?

“Well, I’m glad you are here,” I said.

We stood there in silence for a moment. I was dimly aware that the orange of the world was giving way to the blushing pinks and the soft purples of dusk.

“There is something I have to do,” I said at last, stepping forward.

“Oh?” said Elaine, stepping toward me. We were close now, almost touching.

I nodded. Standing on tiptoes and closing my eyes, I kissed her gently on the lips. My heart was having fits in my chest.

Planting my feet back on the ground, I looked at the witch, waiting for her response. 

Elaine raised one eyebrow, a smile escaping the corner of her mouth. How was it possible for eyes to sparkle like that?

“Bold of you,” said Elaine.

“Yup,” I said. “Pretty scary.”

Elaine took me by the waist and planted her lips on mine, her touch firm but gentle. I closed my eyes and melted into the moment.

Then it was over. Why did such things ever have to end?

Elaine took my hand in hers. “Let’s go someplace,” she said, mischief in her expression.

“Where?” I asked.

“Anywhere in the worlds,” she replied.

“OK,” I said simply, a grin plastered on my face. It had every chance of becoming a permanent fixture.

With a wave of her hand, a soft white portal opened up on the river side. We both stepped through, vanishing in a wink, leaving nothing behind but the deepening shadows and the soft bubbling of the rushing river.







A hedgehog lives in my heart. We often don’t agree. But the more I move through life, the more I realize that my heart is exactly where he ought to be. We have been together in joy, in terror, in sadness. I have met friends, lost friends, found myself. 

Found love.

My heart is so full of so many things, and my days are now a wonder.

A hedgehog lives in my heart, an actual live hedgehog, but he is not alone.



















The End


































I hope you have enjoyed your time with Alex and the multiverse.




Please consider leaving a review! They are all helpful and I am always greatful.




This was the final book in the Secret Library Series. There are, however, so many stories yet to be told. I will be adding to the Secret Library universe over the coming years with short reads. Please join my email list for a free copy of Grimm Tidings: A Secret Library Short Read. With your email address, I will be able to let you know when more books are on their way. From time to time there will also be freebies up for grabs. So don’t miss out!




 Thanks again for reading along. It really is a privilege to have people read my words and enter my worlds. Until next time!
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